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ABSTRACT 
Both researchers and jazz professionals believe the expansion of jazz performance 
programs in universities over the last several decades warrants a need for critical research 
into the processes and experiences by which jazz students develop into professionals. 
Although the number of colleges offering degrees in jazz performance has risen 
dramatically during this time, instructional approaches remain relatively standardized 
throughout the schools. 
The purpose of this study was to investigate the experiences of five working 
professional New York City jazz musicians in an attempt to better understand how they 
learned to improvise and develop their individual voices. These musicians included Joe 
Lovano, Otis Brown, Francisco Mela, James Weidman, and Matthew Wilson. In this 
study I used Wenger’s (2008) theory of Communities of Practice as the theoretical 
framework for an exploration of the meaning, practice, community, and identity of these 
five professional jazz musicians. Data collected for this multiple case study entailed 
interviews, observations, and collection of artifacts.  
 	  viii 
The interview data provided by the participants were transcribed and coded for 
the purpose of identifying emerging themes. The themes were then woven into a narrative 
based on the participants’ responses to a series of open-ended questions. 
The themes that emerged included auto-biographical recollections of the 
participants’ earliest musical experiences. The musicians spoke openly about their 
childhoods and various aspects of the context of their learning experiences on the way to 
becoming jazz professionals. The discussion included the musicians’ views on 
communicating through improvisation, mentoring, and the value of relationships created 
through involvement in a jazz community on the development of a unique 
improvisational voice.  
Two major themes emerged in data analysis. First, Joe Lovano and Us Five 
experienced university jazz educations but in interviews and observation, the musicians 
seemed not dependent on, or even utilizing that part of their past. Instead, the musicians 
strongly emphasized community and community building, professional on-stage 
experience, and longitudinal exposure and life study that many college jazz majors may 
never experience. Second, the musicians eschewed certain viewpoints within the music 
profession, within university music programs, and within the public sector that musicians 
can simply blend technical prowess with diligent study of a prescribed curriculum to 
become a professional jazz musician. Here the interviewees uniformly suggested that a 
unique, individual voice was necessary for acceptance within the field. 
Finally, I present an example based upon the data from this study of how 
Wenger’s (2008) community of practice could be used to develop a new understanding of 
 	  ix 
the process of jazz improvisation and the development of a unique improvisational voice 
in an institutional setting.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 
Learners grappling with the hardships of mastering jazz often derive as much 
inspiration from their personal interaction with idols as from the information they 
acquire.—Paul Berliner (Berliner, 1994, p. 41) 
Background 
America’s jazz music has developed throughout the twentieth century from its 
roots as a folk tradition to its present status as a serious genre of study in many 
universities. Improvisation remains an integral part of jazz music. Researchers continue 
to study jazz improvisation to better understand how students of jazz develop the skills 
necessary to become professional performers. Berliner’s (1994) work alone contains over 
800 pages of commentary on jazz and improvisation from many of the greatest jazz 
musicians of our era. Ake (2002; 2010) continued along similar lines of inquiry of 
Berliner’s (1994) book by compiling more evidence about jazz improvisation from the 
jazz community using case-study methodology. Ake (2002; 2010) addressed several 
questions regarding issues of identity and meaning among jazz communities, jazz 
audiences, and the world at large. 
Other researchers discussed instructional approaches for teaching improvisation. 
Fraser (1983) studied the traditional way jazz performers learned to improvise. Javors 
(2001) investigated the differences between university jazz and what he called 
“indigenous climates” (p.12). Monson (1996) presented a study on the role of the rhythm 
section in a small jazz ensemble. Small (2006) studied how transcriptions might better 
help jazz students find their individual voices, while Sarath (2006) explored creativity 
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through meditation. In nearly every volume of study on jazz education I investigated, 
researchers agreed on one idea: A jazz musician’s individualized approach to 
improvisation, or his or her unique improvisational voice, contributes in a significant way 
to that performer’s acceptance as a member of the professional jazz community (Sawyer, 
1999). 
The idea that a performer needs a certain individualized niche that undergoes 
critical investigation by members of the professional jazz performance field served as a 
primary concept for my exploration. Csikszentmihalyi remarked, 
Each poet, musician, or artist who leaves a mark must find a way to write,  
compose, or paint like no one has done before. So while the role of artists is an  
old one, the substance of what they do is unprecedented. (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996,  
p. 193) 
My interest in how a professional jazz musician generates his or her unique style 
of improvising led me to focus my examination on the development of a unique 
improvisational voice within the jazz tradition. This unique voice can be defined as a 
recognizable sound or way of communicating creative ideas through improvisation as 
judged by other members of the jazz community (Berliner, 1994). 
Wenger (2008) presented a social theory of learning in which situated learning is 
the center of meaning, practice, community, and identity. I argue that a jazz 
professional’s individualized voice or musical identity authenticates that person’s role in 
a specific community of practice. Wenger (2008) described identity as a critical 
component of learning, while calling it “lived” experience that is “ongoing and pervasive 
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. . . fundamentally social, and . . . a trajectory in time that incorporates both past and 
future into meaning of the present” (p. 163). Wenger’s ideas may serve this study on 
community and identity within jazz musician’s improvisatory practice. A lengthy 
discussion of Wenger’s communities of practice follows in Chapter 2. 
I began studying the learning approaches of jazz musicians over a thirty-year 
career as a professional saxophone performer, educator, consumer, and student of jazz 
music. As a 1982 graduate of the Berklee College of Music, and a lifelong student, 
teacher, and professional jazz performer, I gained experience through both my academic 
training and through my contact with mentors and other musicians. Regarding the 
learning of jazz, Kelly (2013) remarked, “Jazz was and is an oral/aural tradition, passed 
from one player to the next with little instruction, with that passing on of knowledge 
occurring, at least in the early days, in informal educational settings” (p. 1). Beginning in 
my Berklee years, I often wondered whether my improvisational skills improved as a 
result of my classroom training or rather as a result of my after-hours experiences in jam 
sessions, gigs, and contact with other student musicians and faculty. 
Rationale 
During the course of my investigation, I discovered publications by Whyton 
(2006), who addressed a need for further research in the area of university jazz 
instructional approaches. Whyton (2006) suggested, “Over recent years, jazz as an 
academic discipline has grown in volume and stature, indeed, jazz studies now play a 
significant role in a number of higher education music [programs] within the university 
and conservatoire sector” (p. 65). Whyton (2006) commented on the need for researchers 
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to examine university approaches to learning jazz. Although a significant amount of 
research on jazz performance training exists within academic circles, a narrative critical 
of institutional practices continues to divide both the academic and professional jazz 
communities. Gary Kennedy, one of the contributors to The New Grove Dictionary of 
Jazz (2002), raised concerns about the effectiveness of many of our university jazz 
programs. Kennedy remarked: 
Even fifty years after the movement began, jazz education has yet to reach any of 
the goals that the term would imply. Much of the reason for this failure, at least in 
the USA, is that most undergraduate-level jazz programs are more concerned with 
creating generic professional musicians and educators than jazz musicians.  
(p. 396) 
It is important to examine university approaches to teaching jazz because the 
university has become a place where jazz music is thriving. Ake (2010) stated, “this is 
where jazz musicians, good and not-so-good, now gather to learn from and play with one 
another; where audiences listen; where individual and communal identities are formed, 
tested, challenged, and reformed” (p. 119). However, writers like Kennedy who continue 
to question the effectiveness of university training in creating professional jazz musicians 
only serve to widen the divide between the professional jazz community and academia. 
Researchers like Goldman (2010) who brought the voices and opinions of professional 
jazz performers who were university educated into the educational debate, and Behling 
(2010) who provided an ethnographic study on a small group of Chicago jazz musicians 
and how they function as a community, provided precedents for my research. More 
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research examining the learning practices of current professional jazz musicians and how 
they create, negotiate, and manage identity and meaning in their communities may help 
to bridge the gap between how jazz was traditionally learned and how jazz is taught in 
universities. The debate between learning in an institutional setting and learning through 
participation in real life contexts reaches farther than this dissertation and certainly 
involves more than a discussion on jazz. As Wenger (2008) suggested, “learning is an 
integral part of our everyday lives. It is part of our participation in our communities and 
organizations” (p.8).  To that extent, it becomes prudent for the educational community to 
examine how institutional learning is designed and whether or not a discipline such as 
jazz studies can accurately provide the social experiences that have traditionally been at 
the forefront of a multitude of informal jazz learning communities. An investigation into 
the practices of one professional jazz community will help to provide context for learning 
inside a community of practice. To provide context for the issue of learning jazz 
improvisation in an institutional setting, I will now provide a brief historical account of 
the development of American university jazz performance pedagogy. 
Jazz Studies in American Universities 
Four pioneers in university jazz education, Jamie Aebersold (b. 1939), David 
Baker (b. 1931), Jerry Coker (b. 1932), and George Russell (1923–2009) are credited 
with the development of the approaches widely used to teach improvisation at the 
university level (Whyton, 2006). While each of these pioneers developed his own unique 
approach to jazz education, all shared a common framework for jazz education based on 
a notation-based canon of pedagogical materials. 
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Three distinct results appeared from these notation-based efforts: 1) Aebersold 
moved jazz improvisation learning to all areas of the world that could acquire and play a 
recording; 2) Baker and Coker institutionalized jazz studies while providing a model for 
other universities to adopt; and 3) Russell created a widely disseminated theory that 
university jazz professors could use as standard foundation for teaching and learning jazz. 
After fifty years of implementation, however, these approaches to teaching jazz 
improvisation seem at odds with how jazz improvisation is learned and practiced by 
professional jazz musicians (Ake, 2010). 
 In 1967, Jamie Aebersold published play-along jazz pedagogical materials 
entitled How to Play Jazz and Improvise. According to music critic Nate Chinen , the 
immediate success of Aebersold’s method marked the “decisive moment [in the] . . . 
mass commercialization of jazz instruction” (Chinen, 2007). Since 1967, The Aebersold 
Method sold over a million copies of over 130 volumes and is still in print. Chinen 
(2007) observed that Aebersold play-alongs, “have become a regular part of jazz’s 
training arc” (p. 2), and as jazz education gained popularity in the classroom, “high 
school students especially take advantage of play along materials; for most young players 
it’s the best option they have” (p. 2). Chinen’s (2007) comment reflects a common 
perception of the current state of jazz education in the United States.  
Considering that only three percent of all recordings sold are jazz recordings, one 
might assume that jazz remains on the fringes of American music (Rinsler, 2008). 
Furthermore, most professional jazz musicians gravitate to urban areas where 
performance opportunities exist in greater numbers, like New York, Chicago, Los 
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Angeles, and New Orleans. In short, Aebersold’s method contradicts on-the-job-training 
inherent to jazz musical activity. For those students who are not near one of these urban 
jazz communities and do not have access to live professional jazz performers, however, 
recorded jazz and play-alongs may be “the best option they have” (Chinen, 2007). Aside 
from the 1930s and 1940s style high school big band, many college entry-level 
performers may have little live jazz improvisational experience that mimics or even 
resembles traditional jazz transmission (Goodrich, 2005). 
David Baker and Jerry Coker were members of a student-formed dance band that 
won a national competition in the 1950s. Indiana University (www.indiana.edu/music) 
lists many other alumni (whose names are now recognized as prominent jazz artists) in 
support of the notion that the Indiana music program was a fertile environment for the 
development of jazz musicians during this time period, although no degree in jazz studies 
actually existed at Indiana in the 1950s. 
David Baker’s online biography includes J. J. Johnson, Bob Brookmeyer, George 
Russell, and Gunther Schuller (davidbakermusic.org), as well as many other famous jazz 
performers, writers, and arrangers, as Baker’s teachers or fellow performers. During his 
time at Indiana University, Baker earned both undergraduate and graduate degrees. He 
later founded the university’s jazz program. Along with his work among the professional 
jazz community as a trombonist, this university affiliation positioned Baker as someone 
who could bridge both the academic and professional jazz communities. It should be 
noted that Aebersold was a student of Baker’s at Indiana University. 
Coker’s career began as a performer with stints in the Woody Herman, Mel 
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Lewis, and Stan Kenton big bands as a professional saxophonist (www. allmusic.com). 
Kenton pioneered the first Stage Band Camp in 1959 on the Indiana University campus 
and continued to perform and record live from numerous college campuses around the 
country in support of jazz education (Goodrich, 2005). Like Baker, Coker returned to 
Indiana University as a faculty member during the 1960s during the initial stages of the 
jazz studies program. Coker left to begin a jazz program at the University of Miami in 
1966–67, and Baker remained to design a degree-granting program in jazz studies (1966). 
Both Coker and Baker’s approaches follow Russell’s ideas. Russell may possibly 
have been one of the first members of the jazz community to introduce a written original 
jazz theory to fellow performers in 1953 (Kenagy, 2009). Russell’s musical circle 
included many contemporary legendary bebop artists such as Miles Davis, Charlie 
Parker, Dizzy Gillespie, Max Roach, and Jerry Mulligan. Russell spent a considerable 
amount of time during the 1940s making music and composing with these musicians 
(Kenagy, 2009). Some of Russell’s compositions were recorded by those artists during 
this time. Russell, along with Curtis Fuller, Neal Hefti, Bill Evans, Thelonious Monk, and 
others, are considered among the prominent composer-arrangers of the bebop era 
(Gridley, 1985, p. 147). 
Prouty (2012) documented the fact that Russell began developing his theory at the 
request of his fellow musicians in the 1950s. One of these musicians was Miles Davis. 
Russell explained in a 1995 interview that Davis asked about the relationship between the 
melody and the chords (Monson, 1996). Russell aligned vertical chord structures with 
specific horizontal scales as a way to understand the relationship between chords and 
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scales. This may have simultaneously complicated bebop while also turning it into a 
“rigorous” academic subject. 
Prouty (2012) posited that much of the theoretical background that became the 
basis for the improvisational methods espoused by Baker, Coker, and Aebersold 
originated with Russell in the 1950s. Russell published The Lydian Chromatic Concept of 
Tonal Organization in 1953 as a method for understanding the bebop language. Prouty 
explained, “[Russell’s] theoretical framework for improvisation arose from his desire to 
develop a system through which musicians could develop a straight forward way of 
negotiating bebop’s complex language” (Prouty, 2012, p. 54). Prouty wrote that the 
emergence of Russell’s chord-scale theory became an important bridge between the 
academic and performance communities, because it enabled musicians to explain 
improvisation in a way that musicians and teachers could easily communicate to others 
(Prouty, 2012). 
While Russell’s ideas may not have been as simple to express as Prouty (2012) 
suggested, they did provide a written framework for teaching and learning bebop. Chord-
scale theory may have helped provide a bridge between the music of the bebop jazz 
community and the university. Russell’s ideas came during a time when university 
professors were searching for a means for teaching improvisation in order to legitimize 
jazz studies as a field of study in the academic community. 
The approaches to learning jazz improvisation developed by Aebersold, Baker, 
Coker, and Russell may have provided a concrete method that counter balanced earlier 
bans and prohibitions on jazz education. For example, a 1923 survey conducted by Owen 
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listed a ban on jazz in 54 out of 55 Texas public schools surveyed (Mark & Gary, 2007). 
Negative attitudes towards jazz persisted within academia for several decades hence. 
Jazz, though gaining popularity throughout America in the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s, did 
not officially become “jazz studies” in university curricula until the late 1940s and among 
only a few schools—Berklee College of Music, Westlake College of Music, North Texas 
State College (Goodrich, 2005). Furthermore, Ake (2002) commented, “Until well into 
the 1970s only a few accredited music programs in this country offered students jazz in 
any form, the vast majority of schools remaining staunchly dedicated to providing 
instruction in the Western classical tradition” (p. 113).  
Javors (2001) reported that a notation-based approach to teaching jazz 
improvisation similar to those approaches developed by Aebersold, Baker, Coker, and 
Russell has become widely accepted in university jazz performance programs throughout 
the United States (Javors, 2001). It may be argued that a notation-based approach to 
teaching jazz improvisation does not reflect how professional jazz improvisers actually 
think and work. Russell’s concept is based on music theory—jazz music theory. Russell’s 
theory provided a logical explanation of how chords are derived from scales and how 
improvisers can learn to negotiate “correctly” through the chord changes by choosing the 
“right notes.” Are we teaching anything more than a theory of jazz improvisation? It 
could be argued that Russell’s method, if studied and learned, might provide students 
with a thorough understanding of which pitches to use over any chord change. The 
problem, however, is that the students trained using Russell’s theory as an approach to 
learning improvisation may ultimately all sound similar, losing their creative identities 
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among the multitude of melodic patterns they are instructed to learn as the “correct” way 
to improvise over a narrowly focused selection of jazz standards. 
Problem 
Authors (Ake, 2002; Beale, 2000; Berliner, 1994; Chinen, 2007; Elliott, 1996; 
Fischer, 1999; Gatien, 2009; Javors, 2001; Prouty, 2002; Whyton, 2006) acknowledged 
and reported that jazz performance instruction in American universities largely follows 
notation-based approaches similar to those for teaching music in the Western art 
tradition. Relatively recently, these writers raised questions as to whether this approach is 
inimical or beneficial to learning jazz, particularly when applied to the development of 
jazz improvisational skills. 
Gatien (2009) noted that standardized expectations and homogeneous 
instructional approaches such as those advocated by Aebersold, Baker, Coker, and 
Russell seem to be a factor in creating marked uniformity within the improvisational 
skills of university-educated jazz students. Students who learn to improvise by studying 
jazz from a small body of well-established jazz studies and printed repertoire may 
develop an over-reliance on those works, which in turn may limit their improvisational 
creative voices (p. 99). 
Perhaps the availability and popularity of published jazz solos, improvisational 
methods, and play-alongs have impacted learning in yet another way. In a 2007 interview 
with New York Times columnist Nate Chinen, Berklee College’s woodwind chair Bill 
Piece stated, “You can learn every Coltrane solo there is without ever listening to a 
record . . . the musicianship, on a purely technical level, is accessible to whoever wants to 
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pursue it” (Chinen, 2007). Technique, or instrumental proficiency, while necessary to be 
able to effectively communicate one’s ideas, by itself seems incapable of adequately 
preparing a student for a career as a jazz performer. 
A number of university-educated jazz musicians graduate with technical musical 
skills, but might not be able to generate original creative ideas in their jazz solos. 
Historically, jazz professionals, jazz critics, and jazz fans have celebrated innovators and 
their unique performance styles. Count Basie’s unique piano comping style, Jimmy 
Blanton’s introduction of the bass as a solo instrument, John Coltrane’s harmonic 
approach, and Miles Davis’s modal jazz are just a few of the many innovations credited 
to individual jazz performers.  
Some writers believe the difference between a notation-based approach to 
teaching jazz improvisation and an approach to teaching jazz through mentorships, 
professional performances, and individual musical contact with established jazz 
performers has contributed to a perceived gap between the university theory and the 
professional jazz performers (Ake, 2010; Prouty, 2012). These same jazz writers 
(including those already mentioned) agree that the unique and individual improvisational 
voice remains a definitive attribute recognized by the jazz community as the hallmark of 
a jazz artist. 
I do not intend to suggest that American university jazz performance programs are 
ineffective in teaching what they are designed to teach: jazz technique or instrumental 
proficiency. Kernfeld (2002) lists over two hundred jazz musicians born since 1950 who 
studied at the college level (Kernfeld, 2002). My focus remains on uncovering some of 
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the mysteries surrounding the development of the creative original jazz improvisational 
voice. In the process, I hope to offer the insights of a few seasoned professional jazz 
performers that might inform and strengthen current approaches to learning jazz 
improvisation in university jazz performance programs. 
Further, understanding the complex relationships among the members of the jazz 
community may provide a way to describe how moments of the synthesis of the past and 
the future can exist in the present, what Slattery (2006) called a “proleptic” moment: the 
moment in which a learner first conceptualizes how previously learned information can 
be applied to future events (p. 296). In proleptic moments histories collide and intersect 
with the present that creates a new understanding and may inspire learning. A presumed 
spiritual link to the past through present performance might be synonymous with 
Wenger’s (2008) idea of a community of practice in which “a community of practice is a 
history collapsed into a present that invites engagement” (p. 156). In such a community, 
encounters with the historical past connect in the present and evolve into the future 
(Wenger, 2008). 
Jazz saxophonist David Liebman (2000) remarked about a pivotal life experience 
when encountering Coltrane and his music. Liebman, then in his early teens, spoke about 
the first time he heard Coltrane at Birdland. Liebman exclaimed that this single event 
made him get serious about the music, because “the energy and power of the music was 
unbelievable . . . this was a cataclysmic event for me” (Liebman, 2000). 
Mantie (2004) included social processes among communities in one definition of 
jazz: “Jazz as a process can thus be seen as a distinct musical act resulting from specific 
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historical conditions” (p. 29). The musician must communicate his or her individualism 
within the context of the group dynamic. This constant interplay between individualism, 
community, tradition, innovation, history, and projection defines the jazz experience as a 
way to see life (Behling, 2010). The metaphor of jazz as life practice can be applied to 
the advancement of knowledge resulting from the interaction and participation of any 
group of humans through cultural discourse. By examining the discourse of the selected 
jazz artists from the perspective of my own jazz experience, I present an example of how 
Wenger’s (2008) community of practice could be used to develop a new understanding of 
the process of jazz improvisation and the development of the unique improvisational 
voice. 
Purpose of the Study 
By studying professional jazz musicians Lovano and Us Five (Otis Brown III, 
Francisco Mela, James Weidman, and Matthew Wilson), I intend to provide an in-depth 
account of each artist’s approach to learning how to improvise. In this study, I explored 
how the selected jazz performers described relationships—between themselves, their 
music, and history—in an attempt to discover how they developed their own unique 
individual voices and styles of improvising. How did they become professional jazz 
musicians? 
The purpose of this study was to investigate the learning experiences of a group of 
five working professional New York City jazz musicians led by saxophonist Joe Lovano 
in an attempt to better understand how they developed their individual voices on the way 
to becoming professional jazz performers. My goal was to provide a platform from which 
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a greater understanding of the processes of becoming a jazz artist could be developed, 
and possibly used, to enrich the university jazz curriculum from a cultural perspective. 
Research Questions 
1. What are the experiences that Joe Lovano, Otis Brown III, Francisco Mela, 
James Weidman, and Matthew Wilson report as contributing to the development of their 
own individualized improvisational styles? 
2. How do Lovano, Brown, Mela, Weidman, and Wilson view the way 
improvisational skills are developed within the jazz community compared to instructional 
approaches currently used for teaching jazz improvisation at the university level? 
3. How did Lovano, Brown, Mela, Weidman, and Wilson learn to communicate 
their identities through their participation in musical events as members of a jazz 
community? 
Chapter Summary 
Studies about jazz and jazz education continue to strengthen jazz as a legitimate 
discipline of study throughout American universities. As jazz studies increase nation- 
wide, so do the number of students who enter these programs with the goal of becoming 
professional jazz performers. These students of jazz follow a narrowly-based curriculum 
that has remained relatively unchanged in its brief 50 year history, designed to improve 
musicianship based on instrumental proficiency through notation-based materials, or 
through the study of jazz theory.  Jazz theory, though serving to help establish jazz as an 
academic discipline, has been criticized for its inability to provide sufficient learning 
experiences for helping students to interact in an original way through jazz improvisation. 
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As a relatively new academic discipline, jazz needs more research to help resolve 
issues related to the effectiveness of university instructional methods in producing 
qualified members of a professional jazz community. Arguments persist among jazz 
professionals, academics, and critics as to whether or not a notation-based curricula can 
replicate or substitute for traditional aural methods widely attributed to aid in the 
development of the majority of historical jazz exemplars. My research provides an 
account of five working jazz professionals on how they learned to improvise, and what 
they valued most in their individual educational experiences as they learned to 
communicate their identities through improvisation as members of a professional jazz 
performing community. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
Kirchner (2000) wrote, “From its inception, jazz has been a melting pot of 
influences and techniques that have come from an immense variety of sources” (p. 5). His 
book consists of 59 essays written by people who Kirchner considered “among the finest 
musicians, scholars, and critics in jazz at the end of the twentieth century” (p. 6). 
Kirchner’s historical reference traced jazz from its African, European, and earliest 
American roots through the present. Kirchner (2000) described The Oxford Companion to 
Jazz as “a book of hows” (p. 5). 
My study was designed to help answer questions relating to how a group of 
professional jazz musicians viewed the development of an original improvisational voice. 
To begin, I will discuss the theoretical framework for this study, Wenger’s Communities 
of Practice, followed by studies on Historical Jazz Communities, studies on Individual 
Voice, studies on Improvisation and Creativity, and studies on Teaching Improvisation. I 
reviewed studies that focused on the “hows” of jazz improvisation to provide context for 
improvisation: How a jazz performer learns, develops, teaches, creates, or participates in 
improvisational activities.  
Wenger and Communities of Practice 
Lave and Wenger (1991) first coined the term situated learning to describe how 
learning takes place within social structures by active participation in real-life contexts, 
especially in informal settings, citing: “participation in social practice is the fundamental 
form of learning” (p.54). Lave and Wenger (1991) used the term legitimate peripheral 
participation to further define learning as a situated practice in communities where 
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“mastery of knowledge and skill requires newcomers to move toward full participation in 
the socio-cultural practices of a community” (p.29). Lave and Wenger (1991) defined 
legitimate peripheral participation as the socialization of apprentices into established 
groups of people sharing common interests and knowledge as a community of practice. 
Three characteristics define a community of practice: 1) the domain, 2) the 
community, and 3) the practice. The domain refers to the identity of a group who share a 
common area of interest and are committed to the same goals. A family, a high school 
chess club, a group of musicians, could all be domains. The community refers to the 
members of a domain engaging in shared practices. The members of the community 
develop relationships that foster engagement in mutual learning. The practice refers to the 
ongoing sharing of information that helps build the community through a shared 
repertoire or ever growing knowledge-base that develops over time. 
Wenger (2008) described the characteristics of a community of practice in terms 
of mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and a shared repertoire. Mutual engagement 
refers to the relationships built through participation in a community, joint enterprise 
refers to the common identity or purpose that is shared among members of a domain, and 
a shared repertoire refers to the tools, artifacts, knowledge, and the negotiation of 
meaning through the sharing of those elements (p.95). 
Several other researchers have studied legitimate peripheral participation, 
including Froehlich (2007), who recently provided a position on the role and 
responsibilities of music education professionals within universities who are faced with 
oppositional forces of the formal curricula imposed by the university and informal 
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learning strategies within multiple communities of practice. Froehlich (2007), noted that 
the experience and work of a future music educator is much different than that of a 
professional performer, and that instead of a prescribed uniform curricula for music 
majors, college music educators should embrace of all of the different communities of 
practice that make up our vast musical communities, “accepting the field of music itself 
as a multiple of different communities of practice, with varied rather than uniform 
institutional realities. (p.17) Froehlich cautioned against “routinized” instructional 
practices mandated by universities in favor of a more balanced approach that considers 
the specific needs of individuals based on their unique situations or identities. Froehlich 
also delineated a paradox facing music education at the university level, saying: 
“Undergraduate music education programs focus on the teaching of recipes while many 
graduate programs as well as music education scholars want the students to re-think those 
practices” (p. 9). 
Wenger’s (2008) ideas on community, identity, meaning, and the learning that 
results from the relationships among the same served as a theoretical framework for this 
study. Wenger (2008) helped to illustrate what takes place inside a jazz community like 
Lovano’s Us Five. According to Wenger’s (2008) social theory of learning, “[learning] 
takes place through our engagement in actions and interactions, but it embeds this 
engagement in culture and history” (p. 13). Wenger continued, “It is a vehicle for the 
evolution of practices and the inclusion of newcomers while also (and through the same 
process) the vehicle for the development and transformation of identities” (Wenger, 
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2008, p. 13). Improvisation, specifically as a vehicle for musical expression in jazz, 
served as a common theme used to connect the literature investigated in this chapter. 
Interaction within the Community 
Wenger (2008) described two ways of interacting with the world: a) socially 
organized within groups, and b) social construction of individuals through identity 
formation. Wenger stressed the “inseparable duality of the social and the individual” (p. 
14). For Wenger, learning takes place through the combination of interaction, social 
engagement, activity, and identity formation (p. 12). 
Wenger developed this theory of social learning by examining the relationships of 
the individual within his/her social structures and the relationship between power and the 
production of meaning for the individual (pp. 14–15). Wenger’s (2008) theory provided a 
suitable explanation for how a jazz musician develops his or her individual voice from 
within the experiences of a specific learning community, that is, a jazz community. 
Furthermore, the works of Ake (2002; 2010), Berliner (1994), Kirchner (2000), and 
Monson (1996) all contain examples of musicians interacting with each other in a 
collective learning environment and demonstrate how those learning experiences 
contributed to the formation of their individual creative voices, or identities. 
Ake (2002) explored issues of meaning and identity through various jazz 
communities over the last century, complimentary to Berliner’s (1994) comprehensive 
historical jazz reference. Kirchner (2000), compiled a similar reference of various 
historical jazz communities and how they made sense of their practice through the 
writings of 59 jazz writers, while Monson (1996) interviewed several professional 
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musicians to gain a better understanding of the role of the rhythm section in a small jazz 
group setting.  
Wenger’s (2008) theory included joining the concepts of “practice” and 
“community” (p. 46). According to Wenger, while practice denotes “doing,” it is the 
context in which the doing takes place that makes it part of a community of practice. 
Wenger stated, “It is doing in a historical and social context that gives structure and 
meaning to what we do” (p. 47). Wenger (2008) explained, “What defines a community 
of practice . . . is a matter of sustaining enough mutual engagement in pursuing an 
enterprise together to share some significant learning. From this perspective, 
communities of practice can be thought of as shared histories of learning” (Wenger, 
2008, p. 86). Practice, however, is not thought of as some kind of artifact handed down 
through the generations. According to Wenger, “Practice is an ongoing, social, 
interactional process, and the introduction of newcomers is merely a version of what 
practice already is” (p. 102). For Wenger: 
Communities of practice reproduce their membership in the same way that they 
came about in the first place. They share their competence with new generations 
through a version of the same process by which they develop. Special measures 
may be taken to open up the practices to newcomers, but the process of learning is 
not essentially different (2008, p. 102). 
Wenger described a community of practice as an ongoing, grand narrative that 
continuously evolves through the participation of both old and new members who share 
common interests. Wenger stated, 
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A community of practice is a history collapsed into a present that invites 
engagement. Newcomers can engage with their own future, as embodied by old-
timers. As a community of practice, these old-timers deliver the past and offer the 
future, in the form of narratives and participation both. Each has a story to tell. In 
addition, the practice itself gives life to these stories, and the possibility of mutual 
engagement offers a way to enter these stories through one’s own experience. 
(2008, p. 156) 
Wenger’s explanation above works well within a jazz context. For the purposes of 
this study, jazz history for these participants can be studied within the framework of a 
community of practice. 
Berliner, Peretti, and Historical Jazz Communities 
Berliner (1994) provided a model to formulate the concepts and foundational 
direction for this study. This anthropological investigation contained information on the 
lives, social interactions, and relationships of jazz musicians, jazz cultures, and jazz 
communities. 
Berliner (1994) described the European colonialist expansion and the African 
slave trade as removing many “ancestral voices from their homelands . . . dispersing to 
many parts of the world” (p. 489). These displaced peoples carried their musical customs 
and traditions with them, where in America they “cross-fertilized one another, producing 
new stylistic fusions that eventually asserted their independence from their parent 
traditions” (p. 489). The mixture of African, European, Native American, Latin 
American, and Canadian customs and traditions combined in a manner that brought forth 
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this music that represents an amalgam of many of the world’s musical systems in a 
foreign land. 
Berliner pointed to jazz as a unique style of music capable of “absorbing new 
traits without sacrificing its identity” (p. 489). In support of this theory, Berliner listed 
several instances where innovative jazz musicians such as Jelly Roll Morton, Dizzy 
Gillespie, John Coltrane, Calvin Hill, and others have, over several decades, successfully 
incorporated various African, Latin, French, Spanish, Indian, and other world musics into 
their own jazz styles. Further reinforcement comes from the fact that many musicians 
outside of the United States are learning the jazz traditions and “reshaping its conventions 
according to their own musical traditions” (p. 490). 
Much of the historical culture can be discovered through the musical activity, as 
Berliner (1994) explained, “As a result of diverse influences contributing to its tradition, 
jazz in performance reveals layered patterns of cultural history [for both the performer 
and the educated listener]” (p. 491). The process of jazz musicians combining the 
knowledge of their predecessor’s musical ideas with their own improvisations can 
sometimes produce “spiritual events” that transcend time and place. Berliner believed 
that “Such performances can assume a spiritual quality in which improvisers draw 
strength from a symbolic link to the past, as if becoming joined to a long chain of 
expressive human history” (p. 491). 
Another jazz historian, Burton Peretti, wrote, “The blending of musics, then, held 
a symbolic significance in this highly heterogeneous nation: increased contact between 
the races in the future would heighten the significance of heterogeneous music cultures” 
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(1989, p. 62). Peretti described the ever-evolving style of jazz as a democratic institution 
that embraces multicultural diversity and celebrates individual freedom of expression. 
Peretti wrote that the jazz culture grew out of mass musician migrations from New 
Orleans to Chicago and New York where musicians adopted certain values, styles of 
dress, behavior, and self-education. Peretti continued, “jazz, at the very least illustrates 
ordinary Americans’ struggle, amid scarce resources, to obtain a more perfect and 
expressive urban culture” (1989, pp. 400–401). These migrants became “artistic citizens” 
of the urban culture through the indigenous practices of jazz. 
Studies on the Individual Voice	  
Throughout the history of jazz, artists have been celebrated for their unique styles 
of improvisation, or what has become known as the individual voice. Jazz legends like 
Louis Armstrong, Coleman Hawkins, Charlie Parker, Miles Davis, Thelonious Monk, 
John Coltrane and Elvin Jones are among the historical jazz figures whose style and 
sound can be easily identified by jazz enthusiasts. Researchers have taken notice and 
have designed studies investigating the phenomenon of the individual voice and its 
development among jazz performers. 
In the community. Monson (1996) focused on creating musical dialog within the 
small combo setting as a role of the rhythm section. Monson explored the social 
interaction of jazz musicians through improvisation by examining “how cultural 
meanings become associated with musical resources and forms, and how musical 
processes themselves shape cultural meaning” (p. 72). Monson described the interaction 
of the musicians in the rhythm section during performance as “a moment of community, 
25 
 
whether temporary or enduring, [that is] established in such moments through the 
simultaneous interaction of musical sounds, people and their musical and cultural 
histories” (Monson, 1996, p. 2). In conclusion, Monson described improvisation as a 
metaphor for more flexible social thinking, particularly calling for linking linguistic and 
nonlinguistic discourses in more than a marginal way, learning a basic lesson from jazz: 
“you’ve got to listen to the whole band if you ever expect to say something” (p. 215). 
Goldman (2010) investigated the individual voice in jazz performance in relation 
to the academic experience of university jazz training. Goldman discussed prevailing 
arguments by some researchers (Berliner, 1994;  Prouty, 2002) in the field who sensed a 
homogeneity among college educated jazz musicians’ performance styles, abilities, and 
musical experiences (Goldman, 2010).  Berliner (1994) provided numerous comments 
from professional jazz performers supporting informal learning or on-the-job-training as 
a preferred method for developing professional jazz improvisers, while Prouty 
investigated the differences between traditional jazz education and university jazz 
instruction. Goldman noted professional jazz musicians who lamented over the same 
issues. Goldman, however, also named current professional jazz musicians who 
demonstrate a unique and personal instrumental voice and who were university educated.  
Goldman used a collective case study design that used a semi-structured interview 
protocol as a data collection method. Goldman interviewed ten professional jazz artists to 
collect data relative to their perceptions about university instructional approaches, their 
educational experiences, and the development of a unique improvisational voice. 
According to Goldman (2010), half of the participants in the study made favorable 
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comments about university jazz education, and all participants had spent significant time 
studying music in a university or earned at least a bachelor’s degree in music (p. 60). The 
other half of the respondents raised concerns about the tendency of university instruction 
to rely on published notation as a primary means of teaching jazz improvisation, a “trade 
school approach” and a theoretical approach to learning jazz that might inhibit the 
development of a self-directed educational discovery of one’s unique improvisational 
voice (p. 71). In addition, eight out of ten respondents cited a general trend of 
homogeneity or same-sounding among the majority of college-educated jazz musicians’ 
improvisations (p. 67). 
The participants in Goldman’s study “unanimously agreed that the development 
of a unique voice is of prime importance for a jazz musician” (p. 85). A majority of 
participants not only remarked that the experience of performing on the bandstand was 
irreplaceable in the process of artistic development, but that the university continues to 
provide an environment where like-minded individuals can collaborate and exchange 
ideas. Respondents also expressed concern over the diminishing opportunities for 
students to experience jazz in traditional jazz performance venues, thereby emphasizing 
the importance of the role of the university in providing the community experience for 
jazz students (p. 103). 
Behling (2010) examined the social significance of music making to the people 
who participate in musical communities. Using ethnographic methods, Behling explored 
the relationships of a few contemporary Chicago jazz musicians and asked how they 
functioned as members of their jazz community. Behling (2010) argued: 
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Musical meanings are deeply connected to specific, local, face-to-face social 
relations, that these face-to-face musical practices contribute to the inter-
subjective construction of individual and community identity, and that face-to-
face communities use general musical practices, broad social identities, and urban 
space to achieve local social goals. (vi) 
Behling investigated specific musicians and their relationships of self and others 
to time, place, and the musical communities in which they function. His work is similar 
to my study in that it examines relationships as they help to forge identities in the social 
context of the jazz performing community. Behling (2010) wrote: 
Grand stories about jazz tell important truths, but jazz, like any other music, is 
continually resounded in the everyday practices of musicians and listeners, 
bounded by time and space, meaningful for particular flesh and blood 
communities, even as the specific meanings they enunciate intersect with other 
meanings that transcend local, personal lives. (p. 1) 
At the university. Among those who have implemented university programs 
aimed at helping jazz musicians develop their individualized voices are Ros McMillan 
from the School of Music of the Victorian Arts (1999) and Ed Sarath of Michigan State 
University (2002). McMillan believed that many students tend to be good imitators, but 
fail when it comes to originality. McMillan stated, 
Stages of learning tend to be, firstly, the choice of a player or ‘master’ and 
absorption of his or her skills through imitation, after which the development of 
an individual style should proceed. However, too often there is a tendency to omit 
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the last step, the development of a style becoming the preserve of a handful of 
innovators. (p. 265) 
McMillan (1999) listed a) independent thinking, b) stylistic independence and risk 
taking, and c) musical relationships among players as three factors that contribute to the 
development of a personal voice (p. 266). This study consisted of an analysis of a three-
year course for students in the School of Music of the Victorian Arts designed to help 
each student “find an individual voice and to reflect the music of an Australian culture at 
the beginning of a new millennium” (p. 267). The data collection included interviews, 
recordings of recitals, recordings of solo performances, and journal entries of the 
participants. Students were encouraged to write musical pieces designed to showcase 
their improvisational abilities. McMillan concluded that original composition helped 
students discover their original improvisational voices. McMillan commented, “That all 
the participants performed their own music in their final recitals affirms the notion that 
original composition offers a useful means of allowing musicians to determine their 
personal direction” (p. 272). McMillan “also showed in the way that the participants’ 
music reflected their cultural milieu, something that has been at the heart of each 
succeeding style of African-American music” (p. 272). 
Sarath (2002) suggested a reform of university jazz curricula to include practices 
complementary to achieving transcendental states. Sarath posited: 
I advocate a trans-stylistic approach to improvisational study, which includes both 
rigorous structural parameters (e.g., improvising with jazz chord changes and time 
feels, with corresponding theoretical, technical studies) and rich, exploratory 
29 
 
process-based formats, where style destinations manifest as a byproduct of 
creative exploration rather than specified in advance. (2002, p. 195) 
Among Sarath’s suggestions for implementation of these ideas is the suggestion 
of meditative practices as a component of university instructional paradigms “in order to 
promote heightened mental clarity, calm, compassion, self-knowledge, and other 
benefits” (p. 196). While these mental states may be beneficial for mental stability, it is 
unclear whether or not they have any impact on the development of the original creative 
voice. Sarath noted that this curriculum was recently approved at the Michigan State 
University School of Music. 
Improvisation and Creativity 
Sawyer (2006) provided this description of mental activity during a group 
performance: 
Group performance [involves] a complex interaction between the performer’s 
conscious and unconscious minds. . . . While performing they’re constantly 
directing their actions, and also acting in a heightened state of consciousness in 
which the conscious mind seems removed from the process, and their action 
seems to come from a deeper place. (p. 234) 
The experience described in Sawyer’s study took place during a group activity in 
which the members of the group (or community) were involved with and reacting to each 
other.  
Sarath (1996) described the mental state of the participants in relation to 
composition and improvisation. Additionally, Sarath (1996) analyzed the relationship of 
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composition to improvisation and pointed out that the two processes are uniquely 
different in terms of their respective time frames. Whereas composition allows for 
reflection, revision, and the creation of a work for a future performance, improvisation 
occurs in the present in which its musical events are “sequentially distinct from its past 
and future” (Sarath, 1996). Sarath’s theory centered on both states of conscious 
awareness. Sarath also described a heightened state that: 
is characterized by experiencing the present both as a localized point in a past-
present-future sequence, and as an overarching span, in which the sense of past-
present-future is subsumed within an eternal sense of presence. (p. 5) 
Kossak (2007) investigated the phenomenon of higher states of awareness through 
musical improvisation by setting up an experiment involving professional musicians and 
psychologists in a sound and rhythmic improvisation, in which he studied the dynamics 
of what he called “attunement” between the subjects. Kossak’s findings supported the 
“intersubjective relational qualities of understanding, support, deep listening, a 
willingness to hold and give space, the ability to tolerate chaotic or unpredictable states, 
and empathy” as the most prominent characteristics present in achieving this state (2007, 
ii). 
Kossak’s description of “playing improvisational music with others” implied a 
community of practice where personal histories merged through a shared repertoire. This 
work may be significant for my study because it shows the connections between self, 
other, and a greater universal presence through improvisational experiences. In other 
words, it described events occurring in a community of practice that may be critical to 
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creativity, originality, and expressivity in jazz (Wenger, 2008). 
Research conducted by Jeddeloh bore similarities to Kossak in the process of 
attaining attunement, what Jeddeloh described as “a magic moment” (Jeddeloh, 2003). 
Jeddeloh’s personal experience with musical transcendence was documented: 
I experienced a heightened sense of awareness of everything as it blended 
together. I had a sense of the out-of-focus notion many describe in sports, art, and 
other endeavors—and a sense of the music . . . flowing through. I have had a 
sense of a billowing flow somewhat like that of a huge silk cloth wafting in a slow 
breeze. At another time I sensed a sort of electricity pulsing through my body . . . 
radiating through my being. I have also had a sense of being hooked up with 
others in a sort of musical coupling-entrained. I don’t recall there being any 
thinking at all. (2003) 
Jeddeloh explained the flow experience as meaningful musical dialog where the 
musician’s cultural life experiences and personalities are revealed, thereby creating 
“musically intimate relationships” (2003). 
In this way, jazz represents a community of practice whose members are 
collectively engaged in a shared repertoire of social activity through music making. Jazz 
is reified as it continues to evolve through the interaction of its participants who create 
new identities through negotiated experiences (Wenger, 2008, p. 157). 
Sawyer described five characteristics of improvisation: 1) an emphasis on process 
over product; 2) problem-finding over problem-solving; 3) comparison of art to everyday 
language use; 4) the importance of collaboration, with fellow artists and the audience; 
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and 5) the role of the ready-made, or cliché, in art (Sawyer, 2000, p. 152). These five 
characteristics of improvisation situated by Sawyer within the art theories of Dewey and 
Collingwood are explained in this way: 
The art that is the result of an improvisation can be considered the product while 
the actual work of art can be considered the mental process and experience of 
creating it. In the context of a small jazz ensemble, the work is “social and 
interactional” and is not the product of any individual. Problem finding involves 
the constant search for problems to improvise through, the equivalent to a brain-
storming session where ideas evolve, are shared, and weave new tapestries 
through creative expression. It is not the application of pre-existing solutions to 
known phenomena. (p. 154) 
Both Dewey and Collingwood believed art is like linguistic conversation. Sawyer 
explained the connection to improvisation: “In many ways, everyday conversations are 
also improvised. Especially in casual small talk, we do not speak from a script; our 
conversation is collectively created, and emerges from everyone present” (2000, p. 155). 
Collaboration is an essential aspect of the improvisational process. Sawyer noted that 
even in solitude the improviser cannot escape the social aspect of the work. “For both 
Dewey and Collingwood, the artist’s creation can only be interpreted by reference to the 
community for which he [sic] creates” (p. 156). The artists’ collaboration with each other, 
and with an audience assumed to be culturally knowledgeable of the art, are important 
components that contribute to the improvisational act. In this way artistic creation is not 
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individualistic, but belongs to a community—a cultural activity. In other words, artistic 
creation belongs to a community of practice. 
Teaching Jazz Improvisation 
McMillan (1999) also mentioned problem finding as an attribute shared among 
the legends of jazz who are known for their creative solutions and innovative voices in 
jazz improvisation (p. 264). The following section lists other researchers who provided 
studies on how improvisation is taught in various community and institutional settings.  
At the university. Watson (2008) designed a study comparing the effectiveness 
of the aural versus notated approaches to learning jazz. Watson compared both 
approaches in a quantitative study, listing several previous quantitative studies reporting 
on this topic, raising concerns on the reliability of those studies, and noting flaws in their 
methods or validity concerns. 
Watson (2002) found that an examination of other recent studies of the content of 
university jazz pedagogical materials revealed an overwhelming emphasis on the “use of 
notated exercises on tonal concepts” (p. 22). Ear training and aural exercises were 
reported as constituting as low as six percent of the overall curricular materials (p. 23). 
Among the findings of this study, a) an overwhelming majority of instructional texts do 
not emphasize aural instruction (p. 4), and b) a number of jazz research studies do 
incorporate aural imitation exercises aimed at allowing students to assimilate nuances of 
style and sound through the imitation of recorded solos by jazz masters (p. 5). Watson 
concluded, however, that “None of the aforementioned studies . . . offered evidence in 
support of the effectiveness of the proposed methods” (p. 5). Watson studied the effect of 
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two different approaches to learning improvisation among 62 college students with little 
or no improvisation experience. Watson found a significant improvement in the 
improvisational skills of the aural group in comparison to the notation group after the 
treatment. Watson speculated that “the emergence of aural imitation skill as a predictor of 
both vocal and instrumental jazz improvisation achievement suggests the existence of a 
strong relationship between aural imitation and jazz improvisation ability” (p. 3). 
Prouty (2002) investigated the dichotomy of academic and non-academic learning 
approaches that evolved in jazz education over the last four decades. Using ethnographic 
techniques, Prouty examined jazz learning processes through oppositional constructs such 
as the academy/street, written/oral, European/African, White/Black, and product/process. 
While Prouty, like Rinzler (2008), believed that oppositional forces need not be 
exclusionary, Prouty (2002) argued that the binary opposition of these constructs has 
contributed to the current philosophy of education that exists as primarily a Western 
European model. 
Prouty (2002) argued that there exists a prevailing attitude outside the academy by 
those in the jazz field that experience is the best teacher. Prouty explained, “While 
musicians understand the concept that an academic degree does imply a sense of 
achievement, the experience of learning in the real world is still positioned as a superior 
alternative” (p. 93). 
In the historical description of how the university jazz curriculum developed, 
Prouty further deconstructed the notion of binary thinking by examining the debate 
between the oral and written methods of learning, showing that such concepts are not 
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completely oppositional. Prouty pointed out that the oral method of learning, in the purest 
sense, constitutes a process whereby information is passed from person to person in an 
immediate fashion. Since the first jazz recording of 1917, many jazz musicians learned 
from imitating what they heard on records. In the absence of notation, a musician had to 
rely entirely on what was heard. Recordings by professional jazz musicians provided 
nuances not detectable in a written score. By transcribing solos, a musician employs both 
aural and written techniques. This style of learning, Prouty contended, is closer to what 
Fraser (1983) called the “aural-written” tradition of learning, one not as simple as a 
binary oral/written construct might imply. In this context, Prouty compared the learning 
style that employs transcribing recordings as quite similar to learning from a written 
score (Prouty, 2002). Each is a representation of a musical event, not the actual event 
itself (as in a live performance). 
One of the main differences between the binary opposition of the academy/street 
styles of learning, according to Prouty’s analysis, can be found in the sequence in which 
jazz concepts are learned. Prouty described improvisation classes as equivalent to private 
lessons or combo experiences when musicians learn concepts from “recordings, 
performances, and jam sessions” mirroring indigenous practices with one difference: 
“The basic difference is that in jazz education programs, such learning occurs before 
performance events, rather than as a result of them” (Prouty, 2002, p. 204). 
Javors (2001) provided a detailed account of the curricular practices of university 
jazz performance programs compared to the learning of jazz from cultural transmission 
by the members of the field (Javors, 2001). Javors claimed that “the institutionalization of 
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jazz has enabled a greater number of people to study it and to legitimize its position as 
‘America’s creative art form’” (p. 1). Javors (2001) investigated several studies, articles, 
and dissertations on this topic and concluded, “Jazz education may be operating in a way 
that is insular and self-standing rather than openly considering the indigenous climate 
from which notable jazz musicians have historically emerged” (p. 32) 
Karlsen (2010) described a program of popular music instruction in a Swedish 
university called BoomTown Music Education. The program was specifically designed to 
provide “authenticity and informality” in the learning experiences of Swedish music 
students interested in the popular styles of rock, pop, hip hop and heavy metal. The 
program was designed to allow existing bands (or communities of practice) to “create 
their own learning environments, formulate their own learning experiences, formulate 
their own knowledge and skill related ends” (p. 39) The program was designed as a 
model based on, among others, Lave and Wenger’s situated learning (1991). Karlsen 
determined that while the BoomTown Music program does contain a number of informal 
learning strategies, it is formal in that it takes place securely within the walls of a 
university setting. Therefore, Karlsen considers the BoomTown Music Education as 
something in-between formal and informal educational practices. Karlsen (2010) 
concluded by re-framing the question of informal vs. formal education into one that 
suggests considering the creation of an optimal learning environment that fulfills student 
needs for authenticity as well as helping them with the formation of identities (p.44). 
At the high school. Mantie investigated jazz curriculum and instructional 
practices in Canadian secondary schools from the perspective of an educator and 
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professional jazz musician (Mantie, 2004). The research method included interviews with 
four Canadian jazz educators on their perceptions of the relative strengths and 
weaknesses of current curricular practices in jazz education. Among the most salient of 
the curricular areas regarding the Manitoba jazz instructional practices were ear training, 
improvisation, listening, theory, and large-ensemble playing (Mantie, 2004, p. 120). 
Mantie wrote, “The absence of any reference to reading skills, and the singular (judge’s 
response) mention of repertoire may suggest that these aspects of music are less highly 
valued in jazz education” (p. 120). All four interviewees recommended increased 
instruction in improvisation and listening as part of their suggestions for improving jazz 
instruction. 
Mantie (2008) described Lave and Wenger’s theory of “situated learning”—“an 
analytic tool aimed at explaining the sociocultural nature of learning” as a possible theory 
to explain how improvisers learn. In this model, learning takes place through the 
engagement of learners “in the sociocultural practices of a community” (p. 3). This way 
of learning resembles the master-apprentice approach to learning in context that others 
(Ake, 2002, 2010; Berliner, 1994; Javors, 2001; Prouty, 2002, 2012) have suggested as 
indigenous to jazz. 
Mantie argued that the situated learning approach to teaching jazz remains 
decidedly different from many current classroom-teaching practices. In the classroom, 
students acquire knowledge of jazz, but do not experience the practical application of that 
knowledge in an authentic context, such as during a jam session or a public performance 
(Mantie, 2008). 
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The model of a 1930s and 1940s Big Band for teaching jazz has become the 
staple of countless high schools and university jazz programs throughout North America. 
Mantie offered three reasons why this model for teaching jazz may be problematic: 1) it 
is contrary to the jazz tradition of small groups; 2) it is based on European instructional 
methods, which may be inappropriate for teaching certain jazz aspects; and 3) it does not 
place a primary value on improvisation as does the jazz field (p. 3). 
Mantie explained in his explorations of secondary jazz education practices “based 
on their school experiences, the meanings students make of music are likely very 
different than the kinds of meanings that practicing musicians make” (Mantie, 2008, p. 
8). Mirroring the praxial philosophy of music education proposed by Elliott, Regelski, 
and others, Mantie proposed a three-tiered system of jazz education. These tiers included: 
1. AIMS—to foster a lifelong engagement with music, to foster a particular kind of 
self-growth, called phronesis, and the formation of identity. 
2. AUTHENTIC LEARNING CONTEXT—places music in its proper social, 
musical, and cultural context. Understanding the nature and value of jazz is 
central to understanding why the music is being studied in the first place. The 
nature of jazz has both a product and a process aspect, of which both are 
important. The process aspect, however, is often overlooked or under taught in 
traditional music instruction. 
3. MUSICIANSHIP—musicianship should be taught to foster musical 
independence. That is, musicianship should be taught to allow students to 
continue making music without the aid of a teacher. General musicianship, while 
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involving certain theoretical and harmonic principles, should not overlook the less 
easily taught process aspects of music making central to jazz and many popular 
forms of music. Skills that enable students to improvise and decode lead sheets 
should be emphasized (Mantie, 2004, p. 155). 
Kelly (2013) created a composite sketch of learning to play jazz at the secondary 
level by interviewing high school jazz students, private teachers, college jazz majors, and 
college jazz faculty. Kelly noted that issues related to access—instrument choice, time, 
and finances—were salient factors regarding the level of success achieved by high school 
students studying jazz (p. 192). Activities in the high school setting investigated by Kelly 
centered on the big band as a focal point of obtaining jazz playing experience. According 
to Kelly (2013), improvisational training and small combo playing are not common in the 
high school setting, and those experiences typically are not available to jazz students until 
they reach the collegiate level (p. 198). Kelly offered suggestions on improving the 
current state of music instruction in public schools, including the teaching of 
improvisation in all music disciplines, and asserted that “Improvisation, along with 
musical ear skills, is the foundation of independent creative musicianship” (p. 207). 
Through mentorships. Goodrich (2007) explored the phenomenon of peer 
mentoring in a high school jazz ensemble. Goodrich stated, “The mentoring tradition has 
allowed jazz music to both continue and evolve and to serve as a medium for 
socialization developed throughout the learning process between jazz musicians via the 
mentor-student relationship” (p. 95). Goodrich (2007) concluded that mentoring used as 
an instructional practice for learning jazz in a high school setting provided “a heightened 
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musical development rate of the students” and enhanced “the social growth of the 
students” (p. 110). In the context of this study, the concept of peer mentoring may be 
thought of as an instructional tool used as a device aimed at bridging the gap between 
formal and informal approaches to learning jazz, thus providing a more authentic learning 
environment for understanding the cultural content embedded in the transmission of the 
music. 
Maceli designed a study to evaluate the factors that may influence the 
development of aural skills of beginning college improvisers (Maceli, 2009). Maceli 
investigated this phenomenon in three settings: 1) the jazz classroom; 2) the cooperative 
learning dyad; and 3) the jazz jam session. The finding in this study was the reliance of 
the developing improviser on what Maceli called the “jazz parent.” The jazz parent was a 
person in each group who assumed the leading role of mentor—someone who shared 
ideas with the others. In each setting, the jazz parent took on a different role. The jazz 
parent was either 1) the instructor, 2) a dyad partner, or 3) another jam session 
participant. Maceli found that “the development of aural skills was most directly 
impacted by the skill or vocabulary level of the jazz parent in each setting” (Maceli, 
2009, p. 330). Another emerging theme from this study was the effect of community on 
the developing improvisational skills in these settings. Maceli (2009) described a “bond 
former” or a common shared experience and concluded, 
In several instances, the bond former in this community allowed participants to 
take risks, while in other cases participants were encouraged to succeed by their 
peer group. In the jam session, the class utilized a “strength in numbers” approach 
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to counter intimidation that might exist in a jam session. In the classroom, the 
community allowed classmates to engage in open, honest dialog that was 
conductive to a good learning environment. In the dyad, the sense of community 
allowed participants the ability to experiment and develop aural skills at different 
rates. (p. 339) 
Maceli (2009) discussed the importance for an improviser to develop the ability to 
interpret and transmit musical events through the aural development known as ear 
training. 
Today’s library of written transcriptions will give the “improviser-in-training” a 
lifetime of works to decipher if he or she chooses, but this reliance on the written work of 
someone else as a method of learning may leave out critical steps for training the ear. 
Berliner (1994) cautioned, “if students rely on publications rather than recordings as 
sources, they deprive themselves of the rigorous ear training that traditionally has been 
integral to the improviser’s development” (p. 98). 
Through transcriptions. Although the aural-imitative approach of learning 
through transcription has been a staple of indigenous practice since the first recorded jazz 
of the 1920s, it is not widely used in the current university system (Fischer, 1999; Javors, 
2001). Re (2004) designed a study that examined the merits of such practice. Re 
suggested that “current methods do not contain adequate aural representations and that 
transcription could be a viable alternative to current methods” (p. iii). Re interviewed 
forty-one United States university jazz faculty and also four music teachers at schools for 
the blind. He concluded that certain process aspects of improvisation are best learned 
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from an aural-imitative approach, similar to the experience of learning within a 
community of practice, and that a paradigm based on those methods should be developed 
(2004). 
Small (2006) designed a study that provided a detailed methodology for the 
process of transcribing. Small (2006) indicated a need for “a detailed study of the 
process” (p. 1), where students can “acquire the skills to improvise jazz effectively and 
creatively” (p. 1). The strength of transcription is providing the transcriber practice in 
“essential skills such as listening, playing, and composing” (p. 4). Small articulated the 
value of transcribing, noting that the activity helped students gain knowledge of musical 
subtleties not discernible through written notation. 
Small provided a method within the study that details the process from picking a 
solo to transcribe to extracting ideas from that solo for further study. Small claimed that, 
although this is a valuable way to gain aural experience, it is only one of the steps along 
the path of understanding how to communicate through jazz improvisation (2006). 
Summary 
Research on jazz improvisation and the individual voice has been reported on 
through various lenses. These lenses included jazz from a historical viewpoint, the 
development of the individual voice in various contexts, improvisation and creativity, and 
how jazz is taught and learned in various social, institutional, and community contexts. 
Several questions related to the how of jazz improvisation were addressed within the 
body of the literature assembled in this review. Improvisation, specifically as a vehicle 
for musical expression in jazz, served as a common theme used to connect the literature 
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found within this chapter. How a jazz performer learns, develops, teaches, creates, or 
participates in improvisational activities and their contexts served as an organizational 
map. I categorized each study by the way it related to some aspect of learning how to 
improvise in jazz. 
Studies designed to reflect ethnological and cultural perspectives of learning jazz 
(Ake, 2002; 2010; Behling, 2010; Berliner, 1994; Kirchner, 2000; Monson, 1996; Rinzler 
2008);studies that provided various philosophical, educational, and spiritual perspectives 
(Elliott, 1995; Palmer 2006); and studies designed to investigate the process of creativity 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Jeddeloh, 2003; Kossak, 2007; McMillan, 1999; Rinzler, 2008; 
Sacks, 2008; Sarath, 2002; 2003; Sawyer, 2000; 2006) provided supporting evidence that 
can be linked by one theoretical assumption: the unique improvisational voice emerges in 
individuals through the shared learning experiences and interaction with others through 
specific communities of practice (Wenger, 2008). The following literature related to how 
jazz improvisation is taught: a) comparisons of notated versus aural methods of 
instruction (Hores, 1977; Maceli 2009; Watson 2008); b) curriculum content studies 
(Javors, 2001; Mantie, 2004; 2008; Re, 2004); c) the comparison of academic and 
indigenous styles of learning (Fraser, 1983; Prouty 2002); and d) other methods such as 
ear training and mentoring (Goodrich, 2005; Maceli, 2009; Re, 2004; Small, 2006) also 
supported Lave and Wenger’s situated learning (1991) and communities of practice 
(2008) as models for creating authentic learning experiences for jazz students.  
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Chapter Three: Procedures 
The purpose of this study was to investigate the learning experiences of a group of 
five working professional New York City jazz musicians led by saxophonist Joe Lovano. 
I attempted to understand better how they developed their individual voices via 
improvisation on their way to becoming jazz performance artists. In this study, I 
approached the topic using Wenger’s (2008) Communities of Practice theory as a 
framework for interpreting the observation and interview data from the selected group of 
professional jazz musicians.  
The following questions served to guide this study: 
1. What are the experiences that Joe Lovano, Otis Brown III, Francisco Mela, 
James Weidman, and Matthew Wilson report as contributing to the development of their 
own individualized improvisational styles? 
2. How do Lovano, Brown, Mela, Weidman, and Wilson view the way 
improvisational skills are developed within the jazz community compared to instructional 
approaches currently used for teaching jazz improvisation at the university level? 
3 How did Lovano, Brown, Mela, Weidman, and Wilson learn to communicate 
their identities through their participation in musical events as members of a jazz 
community? 
In this case study, I investigated the perceptions of five practicing professional 
jazz musicians with regards to how they learned to improvise. These musicians live and 
work in a community of practice called Us Five. As a form of qualitative descriptive 
research, this study focused on the lives of a small group documenting their descriptions 
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of their experiences as improvising jazz musicians. Creswell (2009) stated, “The focus of 
qualitative research is on participants’ perceptions and experiences, and the way they 
make sense of their lives . . . The attempt is therefore to understand not one, but multiple 
realities” (p. 195). I chose a qualitative methodology because it provided a platform to 
examine the jazz musician’s perceptions of the development of a unique improvisational 
voice. I used qualitative techniques of interview and observation of the participants to 
accomplish this. I chose case study methodology because it best suited my purpose of 
answering questions of how and why. Descriptive case study methodology worked well 
for documenting events that I had no control over in real-life contexts, such as the 
experiences of a small group of improvising jazz musicians. 
Data Collection 
Qualitative methodology was best suited this study based on prior research that 
presented professional jazz musicians’ stories on how they developed their unique 
improvisational voices. Fraser (1983) advancing prior thinking on research in jazz, 
provided a precedent for my methodological choice. Fraser stated: 
A major problem with most technical treatments of jazz improvisation . . . is that 
they concentrate on discussing jazz mainly as music-sound and structure, 
neglecting to examine the culture which produces it. The day-to-day round of 
people living, working, and performing in the folk tradition has created the 
techniques of jazz improvisation. (Fraser, 1983, p. 4) 
Furthermore, Blacking (1973) wrote, “If the value of music in society and culture 
is to be assessed, it must be described in terms of the attitudes and cognitive processes 
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involved in its creation, and the functions and effects of the musical product in society” 
(p. 53). The combination of these ideas led me to ask, while checking biases and 
assumptions, how do professional jazz musicians describe and explain improvisational 
development within the jazz community? 
In this study I used observation, interview, artifacts, and audio-visual recordings 
as methods for collecting data (Creswell, 2009, p. 181). I observed the five musicians in 
both a private rehearsal for the Birdsongs recording and on two occasions live at the 
Village Vanguard in New York City. I watched a live streaming video performance of the 
band broadcast over the internet. I listened to the studio version of the Birdsongs album 
several times. I used descriptive techniques to examine jazz improvisational content from 
the performing professional musicians. I conducted one live interview with each musician 
to collect data that may contain subtle clues not discernible through written texts.  
Participants 
I focused on a group of professional jazz musicians led by New York saxophonist, 
Joe Lovano, called Us Five. I sought to understand the reported habits, practices, and 
experiences of these professional jazz musicians as I explored how they learned to 
improvise within the jazz community. At the time of this study, Us Five received acclaim 
from the Jazz Journalist Association for Small Ensemble of the Year in 2010, 2011, and 
2012. Additional recognition was awarded to Us Five’s Birdsongs release for Album of 
the Year, also nominated for the 2011 Grammy, “Instrumental Jazz Record of the Year.” 
Us Five also won the 58th annual Downbeat Magazine Critics Poll for Jazz Group of 
2011. In addition to acclaim for Us Five, Lovano was awarded both Jazz Artist of the 
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Year, and awarded Jazz Saxophonist of the Year in 2011 by Downbeat Magazine. 
I selected these musicians using purposive sampling. My relationship with 
Lovano allowed me access to the other musicians. Maxwell (2005) explained that one of 
the possible goals of purposive sampling is to “deliberately examine cases that are critical 
for the theories that you began the study with, or that you have subsequently developed” 
(p. 90). The participants were all working professional jazz musicians and were 
individually established within the jazz community. The participating musicians were Joe 
Lovano on saxophone, drummer Otis Brown III, pianist James Weidman, drummer 
Francisco Mela, and drummer Matt Wilson. With the exception of Wilson, these 
musicians were part of the working quintet Us Five. The demographics of the quintet 
span the ages of 24 to 58, three ethnicities, and all were male. Wilson’s participation 
occurred because he was substituting for drummer Mela during the time of my first 
formal observations at the Village Vanguard. The data provided by Wilson provided 
insight into how accepted members of the professional jazz field can and often do interact 
with each other in impromptu settings. Each member signed an informed consent letter 
approved by Boston University’s Institutional Review Board and agreed to waive his 
right to anonymity. Because these professional musicians are considered by the jazz 
community as some of the best in their field, their identities were revealed, as Corbin 
suggested, lending more credibility to this study (Corbin, 2008). 
Observations  
I collected field notes while observing the musicians communicating through 
instrumental improvisation during the live performances at the Village Vanguard during 
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the week of January 11–15, 2011, in New York City. This technique of observation 
allowed me access to the musicians in a way that only a live witness to a performance 
could provide. For example, I observed musical behaviors from approximately one foot 
from the stage. Using my previous knowledge as a jazz musician and my current training 
as a researcher, I was able to provide a description of the observed behaviors and musical 
events that occurred during the live sessions. 
During the Vanguard performances, I took notes using ethnographic fieldwork 
techniques. The process of taking notes during a real-time performance allowed me to 
participate in that performance. Even though my participation was limited to that of an 
audience member, the documentation of my impressions of musical events provided rich 
data for my research. The notes I took during these live performances served as 
qualitative artifacts that informed my perceptions of the communication that was 
occurring among the musicians. The notes later became data I used to support each 
interviewee’s responses to my interview questions. Following techniques established by 
Monson (1996), I focused on (a) the interaction of all five musicians with each other, (b) 
the definition of their respective roles in the ensemble, and (c) the energies projected by 
those musicians that cause musical responses to develop and sustain musical 
conversations. Some of the data I collected included the interaction between the two 
drummers, the interaction between the bass player and each drummer individually and 
collectively, the interaction between the pianist and the other three rhythm-section 
musicians individually and collectively, and the interaction of the saxophonist (Lovano) 
with the other four musicians individually and collectively. 
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Because of the possibility of reacting at any time to one or a combination of 
musicians, I was able to observe any one of ten different combinations of musical 
conversations for each musician occurring within the structure of the performance. This 
represents a total of up to one hundred and twenty different possible permutations within 
the group. The maximum number of permutations only exists when all participants are 
playing simultaneously, not always the case in a typical small group jazz performance. I 
observed the group functioning as a piano trio, saxophone with two drummers trio, a bass 
and drum duet, and several different combo configurations throughout each performance. 
Many times these groupings changed within each song. I observed the hierarchy of 
traditional instrumental relationships—the soloist to the rhythm section, the piano, bass, 
and drums to each other—and the individual reactions from each musician to the soloist. 
Each musician’s individual ability to interact in a meaningful way by making 
contributions to the overall sound of the group without getting in each other’s way 
became a point of focus during my observations. My research described the dynamic of 
individuality from within the small group setting. The data I collected during the 
performances served as a background to help me better understand how individuals 
communicate their identities in the process of functioning in a live jazz community. 
Interviews 
I began the interview process on January 11, 2011, as an audience member during 
three live Village Vanguard performances in New York City. I spoke directly to each 
member of Us Five before and after the performances that I attended. Although these 
conversations were brief and informal, they gave me the opportunity to speak to the 
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musicians face to face, to talk about my study, and to give each one an opportunity to 
sign the Boston University IRB informed consent form. All of the musicians signed the 
informed consent at that time except for Mela, who was not present that week, and 
Spalding, who requested to have her management team review the document. Mela was 
contacted by telephone and I mailed the consent form to him. Spalding’s management 
team eventually returned the signed consent several months after the completion of the 
rest of the interviews. Repeated attempts to have Spalding contact me have been 
unsuccessful. Although I believe Spalding's point of view would have strengthened this 
study and is welcomed at a future date, I was not able to delay the research project any 
further on the hope that the bassist would participate in an interview sometime in the 
future. 
Interview Protocol 
Maxwell (2005) stated, “Your research questions formulate what you want to 
understand; your interview questions are what you ask people in order to gain that 
understanding” (p. 92). Interviews based on semi-structured open-ended questions were 
adapted from Bennett’s (1976) study and from the ideas already presented throughout this 
study (see Appendix A). Open-ended questions were designed to allow the participants to 
offer their reflections. These questions were designed to obtain data that would help 
answer the questions of who, what, when, why, where, and how, without asking the 
specific research questions to the participants (Creswell, 2009; Maxwell, 2005). Using 
Maxwell’s (2005) work, I formulated questions designed to allow the musicians to 
respond in an open-ended way to gain a better understanding of who these musicians 
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were and how they thought about what they did. I asked each musician to describe 
personal frames of reference in terms of gender, race, age, and education (formal and 
otherwise). I also asked questions designed to elicit responses detailing the musicians’ 
perceptions of musical events and musical experiences.  
I tried to determine how the participants experience communicative acts through 
improvisation and the collective jazz experience (Monson, 1996). I hoped that through an 
analysis of the musicians’ responses using qualitative techniques that I would be able to 
interpret meanings in context. Rich data may enable a researcher to better understand a 
particular phenomenon, such as improvisation. Maxwell (2005) wrote, “Both long term 
involvement and intensive interviews enable you to collect ‘rich’ data, data that are 
detailed and varied enough that they provide a full and revealing picture of what is going 
on” (p. 110). 
Following Maxwell (2005), I used multiple methods to collect rich data. Rich data 
included verbatim transcripts of interviews and detailed field notes of events observed 
(Maxwell, 2005). The data also includes my subjective interpretation of musical events 
based on my past musical experiences and my previous encounters with the participants 
on musical and personal levels. Following Maxwell, I transcribed the musicians’ 
interviews word for word and I observed and recorded specific improvisational 
interactions among the musicians during live performances by using detailed field notes. 
I attempted to relate those improvisational acts to the interview testimony by seeking and 
recording rich data to help answer the research questions. I tried to understand the 
collective musical output in terms of the experiences of the individuals. Each person 
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participating in the musical event had a unique way of presenting his or her thoughts and 
style, through improvisation, communicating personal information. As an informed 
participant, I used my own experience to provide context and meaning to the group’s 
musical communications among themselves and to the audience. By investigating each 
musician as a unique individual with a unique story to tell, I hoped to find emerging 
themes that may be useful for curricular design for the education of future jazz musicians. 
A complete chronology of the original interviews is represented in table 1. 
Table 1 
Record and method of musician interviews 
Interviewee             Date   Location Method 
Weidman 01/16/2011 Village Vanguard             In person 
Lovano 01/21/2011 Lovano home  In person 
Wilson 01/24/2011 Researcher home  Via telephone 
Brown 01/31/2011 Researcher home Via telephone 
Mela 02/1/2011 Researcher home Via telephone 
 
I recorded each interview using an Olympus digital voice recorder VN-4100PC. 
The duration of the interviews ranged from between thirty-three and one hundred and 
eight minutes. I transcribed each interview word for word by playing back the recording 
and typing each utterance into a word document. I repeated the process as necessary to 
ensure that my transcription was accurate. I re-read each passage several times while 
listening to the recording as a measure of accuracy and made corrections where 
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necessary. In the instances where the musicians made inaudible comments, I inserted em 
dashes between the transcribed words. For the most part, these instances represented 
utterances indicating pauses within the dialogue with phrases such as you know, uhmm, 
wow, yeah, right, etc. Each verbal response from the participating musicians is referenced 
in this document by the citation (Interview) with the date of the interview.  
I contacted each participant by email following the transcription process and 
provided each with a copy of his interview transcription for corrections and clarifications. 
My dialogue with Lovano is ongoing, as he has continued to be a valuable resource 
during the data analysis phase of this dissertation. Furthermore, Lovano has read drafts of 
the dissertation and made comments. Subsequently to the transcribed interviews, I have 
met with each of the participants personally to ask for any clarifications and necessary 
revisions. None was requested. 
Artifacts 
I watched the first set performed by Us Five at the Village Vanguard from 
January 11, 2011, live through streaming video. By analyzing the video and listening for 
musical clues to the identities of the musicians, I hoped to gain further insight into the 
interpretation of their testimonies. The video provided a framework for commentaries 
from the musicians in addition to the interview process. Unfortunately, the video 
broadcast by WBGO Newark is no longer available. The Birdsongs recorded album 
provided a stable point of reference to listen to during the data collection phase. 
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Data Analysis/Coding 
Creswell (2009) stated, “Data analysis involves collecting open-ended data, based 
on asking general questions and developing an analysis from the information supplied by 
the participants” (p. 184). As an independent observer, I hoped to capture subtleties 
during the performance that embody creative moments and hoped to ask the performers 
to reflect on those moments through the interviewing process. The transcribed responses 
to the interview questions were coded for the purpose of identifying emerging themes. 
Delineating context. Corbin and Strauss explained, “Context not only grounds 
concepts, but also minimizes the chances of distorting meaning and/or misrepresenting 
intent” (2008, p. 57). I began the coding process by examining the transcripts looking for 
general concepts delineated by the context in which they were presented to me, namely in 
the context of a musician expressing certain ideas, emotions, feelings, and beliefs 
verbally to another musician. These ideas, emotions, feelings, and beliefs were within the 
bounds of my perception because of my similar experiences as a professional performing 
musician and my participation in the study of jazz as a means of transmitting cultural 
information and personal musical expression. I was careful not to impose my experience 
on the data, but, as Corbin and Strauss (2008) suggested, I wanted to “use [my] 
experiences to bring up other possibilities of meaning” (p. 80). This involved remaining 
at the conceptual level when looking for emerging themes from which meaning could be 
interpreted in context. I examined the transcripts using ideas by Corbin and Strauss 
(2008) and Charmaz (2006), who described the techniques for organizing qualitative data 
using a grounded theory approach. Although grounded theory ultimately did not become 
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my sole means of organizing this data, the grounded theory approach did provide a 
foundation from which my own data organization plan developed. I began the analysis by 
looking for context, concepts, and categories that would form the frame of reference from 
which my narrative would ultimately emerge. Corbin and Strauss (2008) defined 
concepts as “words that stand for ideas contained in data” (p. 159). Categories were 
defined as “higher-level concepts under which analysts group lower-level concepts 
according to shared properties” (p. 159). The characteristics that define concepts are their 
properties, while the dimensions are the variations within those properties that “give 
range and specificity to concepts” (p. 159). 
Open coding. Corbin and Strauss (2008) defined open coding as “breaking data 
apart and delineating concepts to stand for blocks of raw data. At the same time, one is 
qualifying those concepts in terms of their properties and dimensions” (p. 159). I began 
the open coding process by re-reading each transcript and looking for emerging themes 
(categories) supported by concepts I could identify as related by their properties and 
dimensions. For example, the category of music education was supported by such 
concepts as formal, informal, self, mentoring, book, oral, Euro-centric, visual, and aural. 
These concepts could be further defined in context as early influences, developing 
experiences, professional growth, etc. The recurrence of each concept with frequency 
throughout the interviews became the basis for the emerging categories. 
Color coding. I used multi-colored highlighters and organized the transcripts by 
assigning each block of conceptual data its own color. I separated the musician’s 
responses based on common themes found in their responses. 
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My review of the transcripts included a line-by-line evaluation of the responses 
from which I organized a series of notes within the margins of the printed transcripts. 
These notes became the concepts that were further organized into categories by 
combining related ideas that had intersecting dimensions and properties. Nine categories 
emerged as early themes from my analysis of the concepts. Each of these categories 
received a unique color in the transcripts. 
1) Personal history 
2) Early musical playing experiences 
3) Musical purpose 
4) Learning techniques and strategies 
5) Listening experiences (live and recorded) 
6) Communication through music 
7) Mental states of performance 
8) Jazz as a life analogy 
9) Quotations from other professionals 
These categories emerged from re-reading of each transcript several times. During 
these examinations, I began writing coded notes in the margins. Some of these codes 
came directly from the transcripts. According to Corbin and Strauss (2008), in-vivo codes 
are defined as “Concepts using the actual words of the research participants rather than 
being named by the analyst” (p. 65). Charmaz (2006) pointed to in-vivo codes as special 
terms of the participants. Charmaz wrote, “In-vivo codes help us to preserve participants’ 
meanings of their views and actions in the coding itself” (p. 55). Several of these codes 
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appeared numerous times in the research data and helped me to see emerging themes or 
categories. During the interviews, Wilson used the terms welcoming and allowing 
describing the openness of the communication during musical events. Mela used the term 
opportunity to describe the playing experiences with other musicians. Weidman used the 
term organic and Lovano the term natural. My interpretive understanding of these terms 
in the context they were expressed gave me a point of reference for understanding the 
musicians’ thoughts and expressions.  
The nine categories overlapped and merged somewhat during the process of 
creating the narrative later in the research. Although the initial nine color codes did not 
remain intact in the later stages of the research document, they provided me with a 
foundation to begin the data organization process. I created the narrative by analyzing the 
responses and organizing the data within the original nine codes. I understand that my 
questions may have influenced the direction of some of the musicians’ responses. As a 
researcher, I was genuinely interested to learn as much about the musicians as they were 
willing to tell me, regardless of the direction that the conversation followed. I attempted 
to use their responses to help define the categories, instead of creating my own. 
I noticed that all of the musicians used the terms trust and confidence in their 
interviews. The in-vivo codes of trust and confidence appeared several times throughout 
the transcripts. I also noticed the frequency of the terms experience and community. 
Apparently these four terms were important to the musicians whom I interviewed because 
of the regularity with which they used them to describe their interactions with other band 
members on and off the bandstand. It was my intent to present myself to the musicians in 
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a way that would quickly earn their trust and confidence, so that they would feel 
comfortable expressing their opinions to me. My experience as a jazz musician gave me 
some insight into the workings of their community. I engaged them to the best of my 
ability in conversation intended to elicit responses that reflected their perceptions of who 
they are, what they do, how they learned, when they learned, and why they became 
professional musicians. 
Memo writing. I utilized memo writing as device to organize my thoughts about 
the research and to find emerging categories. Charmaz (2006) stated, “Memos catch your 
thoughts, capture the comparisons and connections you make, and crystallize questions 
and directions for you to pursue” (p. 76). I used the process of memo writing from the 
beginning of my research to help document my progress and remember data that might be 
important as the paper developed. I reflected in a journal about each research experience, 
whether it was jotting down ideas or questions that emerged as I was reading relevant 
literature, or simply noting events as they happened, including communications I had 
with others during this process. The memos I wrote became the basis for the major 
categories that eventually became the chapter titles for the remainder of the document. 
These chapters served to answer the research questions. I organized the data from each of 
the last four chapters to answer specific research questions. Table 2 contains a diagram 
illustrating the relationship between chapters four, five, six, seven, and the research 
questions. 
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Table 2 
Relationship between research data and research questions 
Chapter Number Category Research Questions 
Four            Personal Histories             One 
Five            Learning          One, Two 
Six            Jazz as communication          Two, Three 
Seven            Music Education         One, Two, Three 
 
The narratives that make up this document emerged from extensive memos I 
wrote during the coding process. Each chapter became a unit or part of the process of 
understanding the research problem as a whole from the participants’ perspective that in 
turn, provided data that I used to address the research questions. The analysis I provided 
in chapters four through seven is a reflection based on my knowledge of the field, my 
personal experience, my research, and my memos that served to record my reactions to 
all of the interviews and data that I examined. 
Analysis of the recording. By participating as an observer in a real-time 
professional performance, I documented the communicative processes among 
professional musicians. I received feedback from those performers about the methods, 
processes, and experiences that help them to communicate their individual energies 
through a collective musical effort. This exchange provided me with a rich amount of 
data such as examples of communicative acts, perceptions of the musicians during and 
after these events, and the explanation of the meaning of these events as perceived by the 
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musicians. I subsequently used this data for the purpose of informing jazz education 
practices at the tertiary level. The live webcast recording was analyzed for instances of 
easily identifiable musical communicative acts. For example, I identified several 
occasions while watching and listening when the musicians reacted to another musician’s 
improvisation and replied either rhythmically or harmonically to that event. I attempted 
to evaluate those musical acts in relation to the interview data provided by the musicians 
and my historical knowledge of jazz as a cultural activity. My live observation of the 
performances inspired me to write comments on my memo pad. I also listened to 
comments I recorded while watching the streaming video. Both data collection methods 
served as a resource for me as I began to interpret the musicians’ testimonies. 
Trustworthiness of the Study 
I attempted to ensure the trustworthiness of the research and that the data reported 
represented the events as accurately as possible. I maintained my objectivity throughout 
the research in order to ensure that the perspectives reported are those of the musicians. 
My biases were used as an interpretive tool only in that they represented my personal 
experience with this subject matter. Charmaz (2006) commented on the issue of bias, 
“Preconceptions that emanate from such standpoints as class, race, gender, age, 
embodiment, and historical era may permeate an analysis without the researcher’s 
awareness” (p. 67). In addressing this issue, I provide the following quotation that served 
as a reminder as I was organizing, coding, and interpreting the interview data. 
Achieving intimate familiarity with the studied phenomenon is a prerequisite. 
Such familiarity not only includes an in-depth knowledge of people who contend 
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with the phenomenon, but also a level of understanding that pierces their 
experience. This level moves you beyond taking the same things for granted that 
your respondents assume. Initial coding can move you in this direction by 
inducing you to wrestle with your participants’ interpretive frames of reference, 
which may or may not be your own. Taking a reflexive stance toward 
challenges...may result in questioning one’s perspectives and practices. (Charmaz, 
2006, p. 68) 
Triangulation. Maxwell (2005) wrote, “Collecting information using a variety of 
sources and methods is one aspect of what is called triangulation” (p. 93). Triangulation 
is a method to deal with validity threats (p. 94). I began the data collection by observing 
the musicians in their natural performance setting on at least three occasions taking 
detailed field notes. Following these observations, I conducted individual interviews with 
each musician. Maxwell (2005) commented: 
Although observation often provides a direct and powerful way of learning about 
people’s behavior and the context in which this occurs, interviewing can also be a 
valuable way of gaining a description of actions and events—often the only way, 
for events that took place in the past or ones to which you cannot gain 
observational access. (p. 94) 
In addition to collecting data using these methods, I also spent time listening to 
recordings of the group Us Five as a means of becoming more familiar with their music. I 
also viewed streaming video of one of the performances I had attended live as an archival 
observational tool for additional analysis. During the entire time of the dissertation 
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drafting process, I kept a journal of my thoughts, processes, and insights as they 
developed as a means of incorporating qualitative documents into the study. 
Member checking. Member checking is the process of having the data checked 
by the participants for accuracy (Phillips, 2008). Maxwell (2005) used the term 
respondent validation to describe the process of member checking. He referred to the 
process as “systematically soliciting feedback about your data and conclusions from the 
people you are studying” (p. 111). Maxwell continued by offering the following 
rationale: 
This is the single most important way of ruling out the possibility of 
misinterpreting the meaning of what the participants say and do and the 
perspective they have on what is going on, as well as being an important way of 
identifying your own biases and misunderstandings of what you observed. (p. 
111) 
In my study, I used this technique by giving the musicians the opportunity to review the 
transcripts for accuracy. I was in constant contact with Lovano, who served as an 
additional reader for the document. I provided Lovano with drafts of the complete 
document at various stages of the writing and revising processes. Lovano provided 
feedback on my interpretation of the interview data. The other musicians spoke favorably 
about their transcripts but did not offer any revisions, unanimously agreeing that none 
were necessary. 
Peer review. In addition to member checking, I used the process of peer review to 
check for accuracy. I asked another Boston University DMA candidate to review the data 
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and ask questions. The reviewer made comments on formatting, but did not question the 
content or methodology. 
Researcher bias. I am a middle-aged white jazz musician with 35 years of 
professional experience playing, listening, and studying jazz. I am also a graduate of 
Berklee College of Music (1982) and have studied saxophone privately with Joe Viola, 
Frank Tiberi, and Joe Lovano. I have 18 years’ experience as a public school instrumental 
music teacher. As a researcher I bring this information to the forefront in an attempt to let 
the reader understand the particular frame of reference from which my knowledge of the 
field draws. 
The previous experience of any researcher with the topic under investigation will 
have a direct impact on how that topic is presented, how it is interpreted, and how it is 
understood. My training as a jazz musician, experience as a jazz musician, and training as 
a doctoral student are all part of my story, one that enables me to assemble this 
dissertation. I am sensitive to the accurate reporting of the musicians’ sentiments. I 
believe in the importance of letting them tell their own stories. Wherever possible in this 
work, I allow them to do that. My comments and ideas are interwoven throughout the 
narrative, as are those by leading scholars in the field. Their ideas have provided a 
foundation for grounding my interpretations. 
I also brought biases to this study due to my prior relationship with Joe Lovano. 
This study was not my first live encounter with these musicians. I had been friends with 
Lovano for several years and had played in private and informal settings with him several 
times. These encounters became the background for my research. Time spent studying 
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Lovano brought me to understand him personally, inspiring me to learn as much as I 
could about him. Thus the “seeds” for this study were “planted” a long time ago, and its 
development has been a process not confined to a single week of observation, but of 
years. 
I had the opportunity to meet and play saxophone with Weidman and Mela during 
an informal jam session at one of Lovano’s house parties. This personal encounter 
occurred long before Us Five was formed in the summer of 2008. My experience 
communicating through making improvised music with these musicians served as an 
introduction that would later help with my interpretation and understanding during the 
official observations approved for this research. 
I also attended a private rehearsal with Us Five in New York during September of 
2010 when the concepts and arrangements for the Birdsongs recording began taking 
shape. Lovano introduced me to Esperanza Spalding and Otis Brown at this time. 
Although nothing that happened at that rehearsal can be documented for this research 
because of IRB rules, it nevertheless became part of my personal experience with this 
group of musicians and led to a greater understanding of who they are and how they 
communicate through their music. 
 
Chapter Summary  
My research employed observation, interview, and artifacts as methods for 
collecting data on the interaction of a specific group of jazz musicians known as Joe 
Lovano and Us Five. The musicians provided answers to open-ended questions designed 
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to answer questions I had regarding the learning experiences of the participants who are 
working professionals and members of a community of practice. I studied the interaction 
of these musicians during live performances in an attempt to ascribe meaning to musical 
events that represented the musicians’ personal identities communicated through 
improvisation. Later, during the coding, memo writing, and categorization phases of this 
document I used recorded artifacts, interview transcripts and filed notes to assemble the 
data into the narrative presented here. The collected data served as a springboard used to 
demonstrate how these particular musicians embodied a community of practice (Wenger, 
2008) through mutual engagement, a joint enterprise, and a shared repertoire.  
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Chapter Four: Biographical Sketches 
To help gain an understanding of how these musicians learned to improvise, I 
wanted to explore their respective backgrounds with how they learned to improvise in 
jazz music. Thus, I constructed a narrative in this chapter by describing the participants’ 
earliest recollections of their music playing experiences. I began to see certain patterns 
emerge by considering contexts such as time, place, environment, and relationships 
against the unit of analysis, or the development of improvisational ability. Through my 
interviews with the musicians I gained a greater awareness of the common experiences 
that helped shape their identities as musicians and how those experiences may have 
influenced their creative energies to emerge later in their lives. 
This chapter contains the ideas from Weidman, Lovano, Wilson, Brown, and 
Mela, regarding the most salient memories of each of their earliest musical experiences 
on the journey to becoming a professional jazz artist. Each participant’s story contains an 
account based on personal history. 
James Weidman’s Personal History–Earliest Musical Experiences 
Pianist James Weidman was born on July 23, 1953, in Youngstown, Ohio, 
between Pittsburgh and Cleveland. At the time of this interview he was 57 years old. He 
spent most of his life in Youngstown, including his college years, before he moved to 
New York. His saxophonist father was one of the earliest “musical influences” in his life. 
Weidman noted, “I had music around my house since my father was rehearsing all the 
time, so as a young kid I was always observing” (Interview, 1/16/2011). Weidman’s 
father was also a bandleader and was a part-time musician along with having a regular 
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job. The blues was popular in Youngstown, and, even though his father was a fan of jazz, 
he basically played popular music to find work as a musician. Weidman commented, “He 
told me a story where they had practiced these Charlie Parker tunes getting tired of 
playing the usual blues and things so they went back and tried to play ‘Billie’s Bounce’ 
and ‘Now’s the Time’ [jazz blues songs written by Charlie Parker] and the club owner 
wasn’t very happy” (Interview, 1/16/2011). 
Weidman’s first recollection of learning piano music came around the age of five. 
He recalls a Fats Domino blues he learned from “hanging around with the musicians in 
my father’s band” (Interview, 1/16/2011). The singer in that band was also the 
keyboardist. The keyboardist showed Weidman the song in the key of C. Later his father 
showed him the I, IV, V chord progression and some elements of rock and roll. From 
these earliest musical experiences Weidman developed a love for the piano. At the age of 
five or six he already knew some standard ways of playing two-handed piano parts in the 
1950s rock and roll/blues tradition. Weidman added, “Yeah, and I learned how to do the 
boogie-woogie too, so I knew three ways of playing blues changes before I even read a 
piece of music” (Interview, 1/16/2011) This fundamental way of understanding music 
from a rhythmic, melodic, and harmonic background was the foundation of Weidman’s 
earliest musical experiences, a tradition steeped and rooted firmly in the blues and the 
early rock and roll music of the fifties. Although Weidman did mention receiving formal 
piano lessons later in his youth, he did not elaborate on that. By the time he was in 
elementary school, Weidman could read simple melodic lines and create suitable 
accompanying harmonies based on his knowledge of simple harmonic patterns. 
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According to Weidman: 
So, that was the whole thing. I had the ear for the blues, I had the harmony all 
mixed in, plus that whole rhythm thing that came with the way the music moved, 
you know, you had a feeling for rhythmic music. So . . . rhythm, harmony, and 
melody [were] all tied up in that first lesson from when I was five or six years old. 
(Interview, 1/16/2011) 
From the earliest time Weidman’s love of music and his desire to create music 
came from feelings of joy he associated with music. “At least at the beginning, when I 
began to play, there was a lot of joy in creating music. Then you really started to 
understand that it also brought joy to others” (Interview, 1/16/2011). Some of this 
enthusiasm was fueled by experiencing the music of the Gospel church choirs from his 
youth as well. He remembers his church choir and said, “They sang with a lot of emotion 
and a lot of verve and that always impressed me. You know as a kid I would be excited 
just to hear people getting into it” (Interview, 1/16/2011). 
Weidman came from a supportive musical family. His father was a working 
saxophonist, his mother sang in church. He was raised around musicians and developed a 
love for creating music from the first time he played the piano. Weidman simultaneously 
learned how the elements of rhythm, melody, and harmony all came together to produce 
the music that he was surrounded by, and he was taught how to put those elements 
together on the piano with both hands from the first informal lesson. Absent from our 
discussion was any significant mention of his formal training as a young pianist except 
for the brief recollection of his early drive to move through the lesson books as quickly as 
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possible. Weidman recalled, “I wanted to try to get out of the beginner’s book, get to the 
first book, the second book, the third book so I could sound better—sound like a real 
piano player” (Interview, 1/16/2011). It is interesting to note that Weidman viewed these 
experiences from the perspective of already knowing that playing the music in the lesson 
books was somehow not representative of what a “real piano player” sounded like.  
Joe Lovano’s Personal History–Earliest Musical Experiences 
Saxophonist Joe Lovano was born on December 29, 1952, in Cleveland, Ohio. He 
was 58 years old at the time of this interview. He and Weidman are from the same 
generation of musicians. Weidman and Lovano also share a common geographic location 
for their childhood upbringing, as well as other interesting parallels in their early musical 
experiences. 
Lovano started the interview by exclaiming, “I grew up in a real beautiful musical 
environment” (Interview, 1/21/2011). Lovano’s father Tony was one of the leading tenor 
saxophonists in and around Cleveland during his lifetime. Tony Lovano was born in 1925 
and came from a musical family that included two older brothers, who also played 
saxophone, and a younger brother, who played trumpet. Lovano reflected that his 
grandparents from Sicily and also were musical; his grandmother sang and her brother 
played mandolin. The musical heritage ran deep through at least three generations. 
Lovano commented, “There was a lot of stuff going on there with the Italian folk music 
and of course because of the times they grew up, in the States, swing music was the 
prominent music” (Interview, 1/21/2011). 
Regardless of the style, music was an important component of Lovano’s family 
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life. In an earlier interview, I remember Lovano telling me there was always a variety of 
music around his house when he was growing up. Lovano traces the saxophone influence 
through his Uncle Nick, a swing band musician who taught his ten-year younger brother 
Tony (Lovano’s father) how to play. After playing in the Army band during WWII, Tony 
Lovano emerged playing music in the bebop language, as well as music in the swing 
tradition and music from the great American songbook or standards. Lovano fondly 
relayed his father’s perspective, “He totally embraced Charlie Parker and Dizzy 
Gillespie. By the time I came on the scene he was established around Cleveland as one of 
the leading musicians . . . playing that style” (Interview, 1/21/2011). Tony Lovano was a 
part-time professional musician who made his living as a barber, but his passion for 
bebop ran deep. He played with fellow Cleveland musician Tadd Dameron, one of the 
leading architects of bebop. This background would profoundly shape young Lovano’s 
musical interests, as he was quick to point out about his father. Lovanno recalled: 
As a kid I heard all of these stories about him hearing Charlie Parker, Lester 
Young, Miles Davis, and John Coltrane–playing in jam sessions with John 
Coltrane–playing with musicians in his generation in Cleveland that would play 
with Charlie Parker when he would come to town, you know ‘cause a lot of times 
cats would travel as solos and use rhythm sections from all the different towns 
they played in. So my dad was playing with all of those people, you know, in a 
real multi-racial, multicultural scene, OK? So as a kid, I grew up hearing all of 
this music. (Interview, 1/21/2011) 
Joe Lovano was surrounded by jazz and jazz musicians from the earliest times he 
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can remember. As is the case with many young boys, Lovano had great respect and 
admiration for his father. His reflection of his childhood memories of his father points to 
this in the way he described, “feeling the music being played—hearing his sound when 
he practiced and played at home-vibrating the walls with his tone—He was a [definitely] 
Coleman Hawkins and Lester Young disciple on the tenor saxophone” (Interview, 
1/21/2011). Lovano refers to his father’s style of playing, indicating that, while his father 
was not a technically flashy player, he knew how to play expressively and beautifully. 
“My dad had a beautiful sound and he had a very expressive way of playing from his 
influences. He had a wispy Lester Young quality, as well as a hard driving Illinois 
Jacquet sound” (Interview, 1/21/2011). Lovano credits his dad as his teacher, as well as 
the musicians with whom he associated. You could say that he actually grew up in the 
bebop tradition. He pointed out that, as a youngster being introduced to his father’s circle 
of musician friends, he witnessed a lot of love and sharing from within that musical 
community. They shared their passion for the music with him, offering advice on 
listening and sharing their experiences with him. From as early as five or six years old, 
Lovano recalled his father’s first lessons: 
The first thing he [Tony Lovano] showed me was how to put a reed on a 
mouthpiece when I was five or six years old. I had an alto. He showed me how to 
put a reed on and make it play—to get a sound on my horn. Then, of course, 
learning the mechanics of the instrument and the different fingering for each note, 
and then he would teach me things in the key of C. He taught me little melodies in 
that key. He related everything to little melodies all of the time—whether they 
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were very simple one note rhythmic melodies or within the scale—but with every 
scale that he talked about or showed me, it was always related to trying to make it 
sound musical, to play with feeling, OK? (Interview, 1/21/2011) 
As was the case with Weidman’s earliest musical experiences, from the initial 
lesson Lovano recalled being taught to make music, not only the technical aspects of 
making music, but the feeling, the rhythm, the sound, and the elements that in 
combination make any series of musical gestures more reflective of personal meaning. 
Lovano concluded: 
So, each exercise from the beginning became more than just an exercise—it 
became melodic sound, you know, a melodic melody of some kind and that 
prepared me for learning songs. It was, like, learning songs right from the 
beginning really, but in a way you go back to that as an improviser—you create 
your own song—within the harmonies and the scales you’re in, you know? From 
the very beginning he [Tony Lovano] showed me musical things. (1/21/2011) 
Matt Wilson’s Personal history–Earliest Musical Experiences 
Drummer Matt Wilson was born in 1964 in north central Illinois. He was 46 years 
old at the time of this interview. Wilson was not a regular member of Lovano’s Us Five 
ensemble, but substituted for Francisco Mela when I observed the group at the Village 
Vanguard in New York during a weeklong engagement in January 2011. In our first 
encounter on the night I interviewed Weidman, Wilson volunteered to be a research 
participant. My interview with Wilson took place a week later. Wilson began the 
interview by thanking his parents for “allowing me to find something that I could actually 
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do” (Interview, 1/24/2011). He commented that growing up in a rural area in the mid-
west was instrumental in allowing him to find his own way and in developing along a 
path natural for him. Unlike Weidman and Lovano, Wilson’s parents were not strong 
musical influences, but their support in his musical quests was clearly important to him. 
One of his earliest musical influences was his middle brother, who played saxophone and 
shared some of his favorite recordings with him. Wilson’s parents were not musicians, 
but loved musical activity. “My mom played a little bit—but they loved music and they 
loved musicians—they were fans” (Interview, 1/24/2011). Wilson’s parents related 
stories to him about the many bands that they would listen to when they were younger. 
They liked all styles of music, not necessarily jazz. What Wilson recalled is the way that 
his parents had a keen sense of recognizing authenticity in musical expression: 
They understood the music . . . they could sense that. They knew it was real, I 
guess. I think my parents sensed that really quickly . . . I learned that early on, but 
wow you just do it, and if you’re doing it honestly, that’s the best thing you can 
do for it. You can’t try to be something you can’t be. (Interview, 1/24/2011) 
Wilson’s journey into drumming began after seeing Buddy Rich on television 
when he was in the second grade (age seven). Wilson explained: 
That’s when I started getting into it, seeing other people doing stuff like that. I 
remember we did a musical at the church the summer after my second grade year 
and that’s when I bought a pair of drumsticks, I think. I mean, I don’t know what I 
was doing . . . I think there’s some of that too—that if you find something and if 
you can do it—and if you have a little bit of that natural part of it then it’s easier 
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to get rolling with it. So maybe I just had something there, you know? I just used 
a practice pad and then I bought a snare from a guy. (Interview, 1/24/2011) 
Wilson picked up the drums on his own, and he believed that developing in a 
“natural” way was important for him as a young musician. He alluded to this when he 
remarked that “being from the middle of nowhere” was a blessing as far as his ability to 
just be himself and not feel pressured to fit into any pre-conceived mold. Unlike 
Weidman and Lovano, who had the strong paternal musical influences, Wilson’s 
environment was not as structured in a musical sense. Immediately after he bought the 
snare drum (it also came with a small cymbal), he began playing duets with his 
saxophonist brother. He recalled: 
We would buy music on Saturdays and we would play it at home on Saturday 
nights. You could buy sheet music to play. Eventually we started doing little 
concerts for PTA meetings and 4H meetings and stuff like that. We would play 
drums and saxophone duo. (Interview, 1/24/2011) 
Not unlike Weidman or Lovano’s early musical experiences, Wilson learned how 
to play music from listening to others and mimicking what he heard. He did not approach 
the drums from a rudimentary style, but played each song from a more melodic approach: 
I just didn’t play the beats, you know, I really knew—if we played “Tijuana Taxi” 
or something like that—I knew how to play it on the drums. I’ve always had a big 
affinity for melody so I always just thought that was something I was supposed to 
do. I mean that’s the good thing about what I was saying about being in the 
middle of nowhere—that I didn’t know any better. (Interview, 1/24/2011) 
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Wilson’s reliance on playing from the heart and playing the way he felt through 
the music without any technical interference was important to his development. He 
credits this lack of professional guidance at this early stage as crucial to helping him 
understand the totality of the musical experience—not merely the traditional role of his 
instrument: 
So, if I grew up in some metro area I would have maybe had somebody deciding 
what I was supposed to do, to play jazz or something at that point on the 
instrument. That’s cool, too, but it may have somehow influenced me to not be 
[able] to hear the whole picture. (Interview, 1/24/2011) 
Otis Brown III’s Personal History–Earliest Musical Experiences 
Drummer Otis Brown III was born in Hackensack, New Jersey, on December 29, 
1974. He was 36 years old at the time of this interview. Brown is one generation younger 
than both Weidman and Lovano, and younger by a decade than Wilson. 
Although Brown was born in Hackensack, he moved to Newark in his pre-teen 
years and grew up there. Brown is the closest in geographic proximity to the experience 
of the influence of the New York City jazz scene. Both of his parents were public school 
employees. His father started out as an instrumental music teacher and later became a 
high school principal. His mother was a choral teacher and she, too, became a high school 
principal. Brown commented, “There was a lot of music in my family. My dad was a 
drummer too. He played with James Brown and Al Greene a little bit in the funk and 
R&B times. So, there was a lot of music around the house growing up” (Interview, 
1/31/11). Brown remembered taking informal drum lessons with his dad, but started his 
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first formal music lessons on the saxophone in the fifth grade. He attended a performing 
arts elementary school. One of his earliest memories of a musical experience occurred 
during his elementary school years, however, before he started to play the saxophone. 
Brown described having some experience reading music and being asked to accompany a 
choir on the snare drum during a performance: 
The teacher at the elementary school knew my parents—knew my dad was a 
drummer, and knew they were educators as well. She asked me to play with the 
choir. It was just me playing snare drum and another kid playing bass drum. I 
remember playing a simple part. I actually have a picture of it—it was really fun. 
That was one of those initial eye-opening experiences of being on stage . . . 
people relying on you somewhat as a drummer. (Interview, 1/31/2011) 
Another of his early musical memories was performing on saxophone with the 
marching band for President Ronald Reagan. He realized that people seemed to enjoy the 
music. His father’s influence, however, steered him towards jazz. Brown’s father was an 
educator at the Newark High School for the Performing Arts, one of the first performing 
arts high schools in the country, and he made many connections in the jazz world while 
there.  
During Brown’s middle school years, his father became the band director at the 
school that his son would eventually attend and started a jazz ensemble that met before 
school. Brown remembered that this (along with the performing arts school) was one of 
only three high schools in Newark with a jazz ensemble. Brown commented about his 
experience there while still in middle school, “We would get there—the kids were serious 
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about it—it was period zero, before school started. We would get there around 7:30 just 
to have this jazz ensemble class and we would perform” (Interview, 1/31/11).  Brown 
remembered his father pulling the students out of class to take a field trip to see Wynton 
Marsalis doing a workshop at the performing arts high school. “We were exposed to 
things like that, which is really rare growing up in Newark. So, you know, I definitely 
attribute that to my father—that exposure to jazz at an early age” (Interview, 1/31/11).  
During this time (in the mid 1980’s) there was a resurgence in jazz with a group 
of emerging young musicians becoming recognized, such as Wynton Marsalis, Joshua 
Redman, and Brad Mehldau, a group known in jazz circles as the “young lions.”  
Although not actually part of that scene, Brown recalled the influence it had on him, 
“Even if I hadn’t played it, I was listening to it and trying to find out more about it and 
stuff” (Interview, 1/31/11).  This was when the alto saxophone was still his primary 
musical instrument. He recalled being into the smooth jazz sounds at that time and 
listening to Bobby Watson, Tom Scott, and others. He remembered listening to Johnny 
Hodges. “I definitely gravitated toward Johnny Hodges when I was playing a lot of those 
stock arrangements in the jazz band and stuff. Those were a few that I checked out” 
(Interview, 1/31/11). Brown’s appreciation of Hodges’s style later manifested itself in the 
way he approached music from the drums. 
Like Weidman and Lovano, Brown credited his father as a big influence in his 
musical development. Brown’s early musical experiences were more formal on the 
saxophone and more informal and “natural” on the drums. The paternal influence was 
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also strong with him. Not until he went to college did he decide to switch to drums full 
time. 
Francisco Mela’s Personal History–Earliest Musical Experiences 
Drummer Francisco Mela was born on February 6, 1968, in Bayamo, Cuba, a 
small town in the south of the country. I interviewed him five days before his 43rd 
birthday. This puts Mela in the same relative generation as Wilson. Mela, however, has a 
unique geographical perspective compared with the previous four interviewees in that he 
was born and raised in a foreign land. Mela said he had grown up listening to jazz in 
Cuba, but did not have any instrumental experience as a child. This is also in stark 
contrast to the other participants, each of whom had strong recollections of their 
childhood musical experiences and each worked on developing musical skills before the 
age of eight. Mela’s first hands-on experience with the arts was as a painter. He described 
his journey into jazz: “It was very strange for me because I went to the music school 
when I was 17 years old. Before that I was a painter. I went to art school. I didn’t have 
anything to do with any instrument playing physically” (Interview, 2/1/2011). Although 
Mela did not have any experience as a child playing an instrument, he made it clear to me 
that music was still an important part of his childhood experience and was abundant in 
Cuba: 
I loved dancing. In Cuba we always have music around every day. I was just 
going to parties, seeing bands in the streets every day—orchestras—they were 
playing outside. I went there to dance and have fun with my friends. I was never 
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interested in playing any instrument until I got kicked out of art school. 
(Interview, 2/1/2011) 
Mela’s father prompted him to make a choice after he left art school. Mela chose 
to go to the music school and study voice to become a singer, but discovered his love for 
percussion when he got there and matriculated as a percussionist: 
I fell in love with the drums when I saw one of my teachers play and I said. 
‘Wow, I want to play like this guy!’ Once I got into the drums I started 
automatically to listen to all of the music that was around, so it was very nice 
because I used to dance and never pay attention to the instruments. (Interview, 
2/1/2011) 
During this time Mela heard the music of Chucho Valdes and his band Iracere. Mela 
credits this musician as his primary inspiration for exploring jazz and improvisation: 
I was used to listening to traditional Cuban music but Chucho Valdes and Iracere 
had a different sound. [They had] different harmony and different melodies, 
which were more jazzy and were more in the science of improvisations. That was 
what really touched me in that world and I started checking out the Latin jazz 
instead of the Cuban salsa music. Chucho Valdes was the one who really touched 
me and inspired me in that way. (Interview, 2/1/2011) 
Mela began playing drums at the relatively older age of 17, but he assured me that 
he did not know how to play with a band or perform with any competence until he was 
22, about the time he graduated from the Cuban music school. “The first year you are just 
learning how to play the rudiments and techniques. At 17 you start, but you don’t play 
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right there. You start to know the instrument. It goes to 18, 19, 20, and then when I was 
22, I started to play with a real band” (Interview, 2/1/2011).  The progression of five 
years of training gave Mela the skills necessary to begin his adventure as a musician. He 
told me, “I knew how to count, I knew how to solo, and I knew the form of the tunes. It’s 
a whole process” (Interview, 2/1/2011).  After graduating from the music school, Mela 
moved to Havana to play music. He left Cuba in 1994 at the age of 26 with hopes of 
coming to the United States to pursue a career playing music: 
I went to Mexico, tried to get to the United States, but went by the way of Cancun 
where I stayed for five years playing jazz around. Finally, after five years in 
Cancun I made it to Boston where I tried to be a Berklee student. The faculty of 
Berklee’s percussion department hired me to be a teacher. (Interview, 2/1/2011) 
Mela’s musical history as a drummer began when he was 17. His sphere of 
influence extended beyond the paternal example that inspired the other participants’ 
beginnings. He was mature enough to begin his training at an age when most American 
students (including the ones in this study) were thinking of entering college as serious 
musicians. Thirteen years after picking up his first pair of drumsticks, Mela was invited 
to join the faculty of the Berklee College of Music. In terms of the chronology of musical 
experience, Mela would be an example of one who began as an adult. This puts him in a 
unique position compared with the other participants; he never had a child’s experience 
of learning an instrument. The way he communicates through his experience is therefore 
not only tempered by geography, culture, and time, but also by his personal musical 
history. 
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Chapter Summary 
The reflections from these musicians about their earliest musical experiences 
provided a rich amount of data. Upon further examination of this data, I concluded that 
each musician learned music with mentoring relationships at the forefront of their 
learning experiences. These musicians all had family members who influenced them. 
Most of them (except Mela) participated in school music, but learned jazz outside of the 
institution. Through their interaction within social environments like that which a musical 
family provides, as well as with other experienced mentors and peers, these developing 
musicians were introduced to musical communities at very young ages. 
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Chapter Five: Learning 
“Learning transforms our identities: it transforms our ability to participate in the 
world by changing all at once who we are, our practices, and our communities” 
(Wenger, 2008, p. 227) 
Throughout the interviews Lovano, Weidman, Wilson, Brown, and Mela all discussed 
their learning experiences. I looked for emerging themes, then wove them into the 
narrative of this chapter. These themes (categories) included 1) learning through listening 
experiences, 2) learning through mentoring relationships, 3) learning through shared 
community musical experiences, and 4) learning through performances. These themes are 
all related to how these musicians learned their art and are based on how they 
conceptualized these processes. I present these themes here in a single narrative based on 
the theme “learning.” The category of learning represents the processes by which these 
musicians experienced musical development in an authentic learning context, terms used 
by Mantie (2008) to explain learning music in its proper social and cultural context.  
Mentoring 
Lovano, Weidman, Wilson, Brown, and Mela all spoke about their early musical 
experiences that included mentoring or apprenticeships of some kind. Lovano and 
Weidman shared similar reflections about the importance of the lessons learned early on 
with their fathers. Brown talked about both of his parents being an influence, but also 
reflected on a special mentorship under professional jazz legend Donald Byrd. Mela and 
Wilson mentioned some early teachers, but spoke more about their early listening 
experiences in general as a means of exploring improvisation and jazz playing contexts. 
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Lovano and Weidman learned in authentic learning contexts (Mantie, 2008) 
beginning with their initial musical experiences under the tutelage of their fathers. This 
implies that they treated music as a medium for the communication of ideas from their 
earliest musical experiences. They did not view music as an isolated system of sound 
patterns or exercises used to develop flexibility and technique on one’s instrument. As we 
talked about improvisation, Lovano consistently commented that his approach to learning 
anything musical was never treated as an exercise, but as a musical event and a way to 
communicate something about himself through his instrument. He referred to this as 
“playing with expression:” 
Well, like, from the beginning about—just learning little melodies within the 
scales that I was studying, you know, that you learn within the elements of 
harmony, right from the start it was to play a major scale and not just play it 
[sings a major scale in an even eighth-note pattern] not just as an exercise but try 
to play it with expression. So, playing with expression was the beginning of trying 
to improvise. (Interview, 1/21/2011) 
Lovano, Weidman, and Brown’s mentoring experiences began with their fathers. 
All three had fathers who were at least part-time professional performers. In Lovano’s 
case, his father was his first teacher. Throughout the interview he reflected on the lessons 
learned from his father, from the very first time he showed him how to put a reed on a 
mouthpiece to the lessons he instilled about what it takes to be a performing professional 
musician. About his first apprenticeship Lovano remarked: 
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That’s another thing you have to be to develop as an improviser—you have to be 
able to stand toe to toe with other saxophone players—stand toe to toe with cats—
which I was used to standing with my dad, because he would blow you off the 
bandstand—[laughs] you know, so I had to develop a sound and a rhythm that I 
could execute with not only precision but with power and energy that would try to 
come to his level. That was amazing growth, and just reflecting on it now after all 
these years, I realize that the player that I am today is completely because of that. 
Everything I’ve done since then has been developing more sophistication, more 
concepts and approaches from playing with people—from experiences—but that 
foundation was always there for me and in all the bands that I played in my 
career, I had the power to execute because of that. (Interview, 1/21/2011) 
Considering the deep history that has become Lovano’s personal story in the jazz 
milieu and the hundreds of musicians who have become part of his experiential history, 
his remark attributing everything he has become as a musician to the influence of his 
father’s strong presence is striking. Lovano’s comment speaks volumes about his 
personal approach and the value he placed on this first mentorship. 
Similarly, Weidman also remarked that his musical journey began early on with 
lessons instilled in him by his father and continued in a way that enabled learning to take 
place through the realization that every playing experience is an opportunity for learning. 
Weidman valued every opportunity to play and considered the journey as an ongoing 
chain of events that helped shape him as a musician, beginning with the experience of 
playing with his father. Having this clear vision of a musical path, or a continuous 
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journey on which one collects musical experience along the way, is an approach to 
learning that gave Weidman a strong foundation for building his musical life. He 
commented on learning to improvise: 
I think what was very important to me was my very first lesson because at that 
point I understood chords, how they progress, you know, even if you go and try 
another system, like, there’s other compositional systems and harmonic things 
that you can go to, if you have a system that you’re working with then you can 
move within that system and create things, because it’s like a language. That’s the 
basics of syntax and all of those different things. But, if you just copy solos, 
you’re just copying someone and not really understanding the foundation of how 
it works, you know it’s kind of, like—you can drive a car, but you don’t know 
how to build an engine. (Interview, 1/16/2011) 
Weidman expressed the value he placed on those early experiences when he 
received a strong foundation of the complete playing experience from his first lessons. 
His basic knowledge of chords and how they function allowed him to apply new 
information to a known system and to expand his knowledge base. At the same time he 
was comfortable and confident because he had a system that he could relate to—in his 
words a language—from which all new experiences could develop. He recalled: 
I used to play jam sessions there and had a regular gig from time to time there. 
Every time when we finished a gig (or almost every time), he would say, “I 
learned something.” I think that epitomized really the type of consciousness you 
have to have for every playing situation, whether you practice or you’re playing 
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with somebody. It may be like a gig that’s really upfront center-stage, you have 
your place in the sun or it might be a gig off the beaten path because everybody 
has something to say, but I’ve learned from so many people and in terms of my 
own musical path journey here in New York, it’s been rather organic, you know, 
from the relationships that I’ve had they just sort of moved into the next 
relationship because it’s such a close knit situation. Although everybody has their 
different tracks, you know, they sort of fed off of each other. (Interview, 
1/16/2011) 
 Weidman continued to explain: 
It’s important because we live in a world where things go down the memory hole 
quite quickly. So, it’s hard to remember because genres change quickly, so you 
know, the role of an artist-musician may be to think of the things in the past that 
might be valid—that one can use, also looking forward—trying to keep up with 
maybe some sounds that may be valid, because I listen to my students, I see what 
they’re trying to do, but because I try to remember what the masters told me, I 
say, well, this can make your music better. So, that’s part of really that search for 
excellence and to know how everything works and what can really make good 
music. (Interview, 1/16/2011) 
Like Weidman, Lovano had the insight to realize that each playing experience 
was a part of the collective that contributed to his grand journey of becoming a jazz 
professional. Lovano spoke about how his playing could sustain his life both 
economically and spiritually during his development. This included developing the 
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strength and ability to make a living by playing his instrument, which required being 
flexible enough to take any kind of gig that allowed him to continue to play and gain 
playing experience. He stressed that this involved seeking out any performance venue 
where he could play for an audience: 
I learned a lot about playing for people, and playing, you know, I learned later 
how much it really means to play to live and to live to play. You know, that kind 
of phrase has always been with me. I think if you develop to be able to live by  
playing your instrument—pay your rent, pay your phone bill, do what you have to 
do but be playing your horn—your music can come later, you know, will come 
out, but you need to develop a way of playing that you could take a gig—play a 
show—be able to sit in a saxophone section . . . my dad instilled that in me—to 
make a living playing music is not an easy road. (Interview, 1/21/2011) 
The passion for playing for a purpose enabled Lovano to pursue his musical goals 
in the same organic way it did for Weidman. Each musical situation was a learning 
experience. Early on, Lovano was less interested in finding his own voice in the music 
than he was in finding a way to sustain himself by playing music. This was an approach 
to playing music that gave him an understanding of what it takes to make a living as a 
professional performer. It provided the fuel for his skills to develop through his 
experiences of playing for people. Lovano explained: 
Early on when I was a kid it was always about playing a gig! Not only getting the 
first call, you know, everyone will get called to play once—[laughter] to get 
called a second time—that was always something that was important, because to 
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make a living as a jazz musician was not a pretty picture when I was growing up 
in the sixties with all the racial tensions and all these things that were going on 
socially and rock and roll turning into the popular music. To create your own 
opportunities in the jazz world was a daunting thing—something that you know, I 
never even thought about, really, but I knew it was there. I just wanted to develop 
and to be able to make a living as a musician. I was put into a lot of situations that 
were way beyond me in saxophone sections—trying to read music and play with 
my elders—and have them respect me and dig my sound—and call me back—
whether it was for a rehearsal band or for an actual gig. They weren’t concerts, 
they were functions and things, you know? But, you were playing your horn. 
(Interview, 1/21/2011) 
These early playing experiences provided opportunities for Lovano to develop the 
skills that would continuously evolve and become the foundation for the musician that he 
is today. The goal of playing well enough to support himself as a performing musician 
was one that Lovano expressed as the motivation behind his passion for learning. This 
passion helped Lovano build the confidence to put himself into situations he was not 
necessarily prepared for, but entered nevertheless. Similar to Weidman, he contended, 
“Everything you do gives you more to practice, because you teach yourself how to play 
music by your awareness, by your passion, and love—for sure—but, you know, you 
reach for things you hear other people play” (Interview, 1/21/2011). 
Being in playing situations with more experienced players, while fueling his 
passion for making a living by playing his instrument, also had the effect of pressuring 
89 
 
Lovano to raise his skills level to be able to compete with other saxophonists in the 
business. One of those players who provided that inspiration early on was his father: “I 
was really fortunate because I was hearing my dad playing all of the time and he’d be 
playing all kinds of crazy things . . . practicing” (Interview, 1/21/2011). 
Lovano talked about “learning music from the inside,” not just by playing 
melodies from published materials and soloing over the chord changes and forms of 
tunes, but by exploring music by writing the music out by hand, a memorization 
technique he also learned from his father. Lovano claimed that the writing experience 
helped make visual connections between what he saw in the physical sense and what he 
heard inside his head. Lovano reflected on this concept: 
That taught me something too—about writing things out, you know, he got me 
into writing things out—copying—if I’m going to learn something out of a fake 
book or something, to write it out. All of the sudden, you memorize it faster and 
you could visualize it because you wrote it. That was part of my early lessons too 
when I was a teenager. I was trying to learn the music really from the inside, you 
know. (Interview, 1/21/2011) 
Brown was influenced by his father’s drum playing and played drums at home, 
but formally studied the saxophone throughout school as a means to be involved with 
music. His experiences were more traditionally structured than Lovano or Weidman’s in 
the sense that he learned music in a public arts school setting and entered college as a 
music education major studying the saxophone. He did not decide he was going to be a 
jazz musician, or even a professional drummer, until sometime during his undergraduate 
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studies. Brown stated: 
I was in my last couple years in school [college] in Delaware and Donald Byrd, 
the legendary trumpet player, became the artist in residence at my school. So, 
once he got there—at the time I wasn’t really aware of how significant he was on 
the music scene and the history of jazz, especially—but I started hanging around 
him and learning a lot about the history of jazz and musicians. (Interview, 
1/31/2011) 
Brown contended that his mentorship under Byrd had a profound effect on his 
development. The information learned through such mentorships is often gained through 
the sharing of personal experiences outside the traditional teacher-student pedagogy.  
Brown commented on Byrd’s influence: 
I listened to a lot of records that he exposed us to and that was the change that 
made me realize that I wanted to go to New York. I’d like to try to do this 
performing thing for a living rather than the teaching thing. (Interview, 
1/31/2011) 
The apprenticeship of Brown under Byrd is similar to those organic relationships 
described by the other three participants in that it was a significant part of his learning 
experience and was a part of the oral tradition. Brown’s reflection of his apprenticeship 
under Byrd reveals the importance of listening in a community setting as a means for 
enlightenment and personal musical growth. Brown recalled: 
There were only a handful of us—maybe five or six—who were serious about 
really, really playing, you know, rather than a teaching career. We would be in the 
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practice rooms all of the time. We would then be in his office from around nine or 
ten o’clock until like three or four o’clock sometimes. We would be listening to 
him tell stories or hearing recordings that he made with Coltrane live somewhere. 
It was incredible. Now when I look back on it, it was priceless. I wish I could go 
back now and experience it again with the knowledge that I have. When I came to 
New York, there was so much that I hadn’t checked out in terms of records that I 
kind of went backwards in jazz. I started with like fusion kind of stuff and then 
worked my way back. Having done that, at the time, you know, I wish I could 
hang with Donald Byrd now knowing all the records he’s been on and all the 
people he’s played with and be able to ask him stuff about that, but . . . it would 
be that thing about youth being wasted on the young, but it still was a life 
changing experience just being able to talk to him and get advice from him. He 
actually suggested that I try to do it as a professional—to come to New York. 
Before that I hadn’t even legitimately considered it. (Interview, 1/21/2011) 
Wilson also spoke of a mentoring relationship when he fondly recalled a private 
teacher who helped shape his musical development. Wilson understood the significant 
role that his environment played in the learning process. He commented: 
I had practiced, you know, I had a great private teacher that was Bill Fluery—it’s 
funny how you’re shaped a lot of times by your environment, you know? I mean, 
it very well could have been a more technique-oriented person that sent me a 
different way, but he was really more about music. He played bass with me during 
lessons. So when I learned to play the bossa nova beat for example. I just didn’t 
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see it on a page, I heard it, because he played bass with me, you know, they were 
very simple rhythms, but it was cool. So, I was very lucky, I was very fortunate. 
(Interview, 1/24/2011) 
Like Weidman and Lovano, Wilson related his musical learning process to his 
experiences playing with other musicians in live musical situations. He commented on 
the good fortune of having the opportunity to play with some of the pioneers of jazz, as 
well as people of his generation and the subsequent generation, as being an integral part 
of his musical development: 
Yeah, totally, I mean that apprenticeship thing is something that I’ve had the 
pleasure of doing in my whole development, you know. I’m maybe one of the last 
generations of people getting to play with a lot of older musicians. You have 
Dewey . . . Edgar Hill, Charlie Haden, and all of that. I mean this has been, wow! 
It’s been great to do that. (Interview, 1/24/2011) 
Like Brown, Wilson had contact with some musicians during his developmental 
years that taught him simply by their presence and by sharing anecdotal information. 
Wilson acknowledged the value in such experiences: 
Buster Williams, guys that as far as education weren’t telling me much, but 
allowed me to play and I learned from being around them, but that’s valuable. 
Also all of my peers and along with middle generation people too so I’ve been 
fortunate. I’ve really had the great fortune of experiencing all three kind of 
simultaneously. Wherever I was, I always tried to seek that out. (Interview, 
1/24/2011) 
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Because variables such as time, place, and culture can have an impact on how an 
individual learns (Ellsworth, 2005), Mela’s experiences bring something completely 
different into the discussion. These variables contribute to the uniqueness of Mela’s 
experience. Mela’s apprenticeship and experiences are unique, because he was raised in 
Cuba with different customs, politics, and music. Along with the fact that he did not 
begin studying a musical instrument until he was an adult, makes his frame of reference 
different from any of the other participants. 
Mela’s story of opportunity included first-hand experience of playing with some 
of the most respected professional jazz artists. When Mela came to the US and started to 
play in and around Boston his musical style was so unique, fresh, and different that the 
exemplars took notice, including some Berklee faculty, who quickly noticed his 
exceptional talent and offered him playing and teaching opportunities. One of these was 
Lovano. Even Mela recognized that his own style of drumming was stylistically different: 
Oh—when you are in Cuba you try to play jazz and there is a moment when you 
think you are playing jazz—until you see somebody from here who goes there 
and plays totally different. When I moved here I just knew that what I was playing 
was totally different than what jazz is here. The fact that I started to play with 
American jazz musicians makes me realize without them telling me that I am 
playing right or wrong, just by the sound. It makes me realize that I have to mirror 
them, because it’s a different vocabulary. (Interview, 2/1/2011) 
Mela used the terms different vocabulary to describe his playing experiences. 
Considering his Cuban roots and the fact that his native music and native language bear 
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different cultural histories from those he encountered in the United States, it is easy to see 
why Mela viewed this as a different vocabulary. Mela recognized the impact of the 
environment on the learning experience by his acknowledgement that his American 
experience playing jazz changed totally from the way he approached the music in Cuba. 
Possibly the unique attributes of Mela’s style due to his Cuban influence are the same 
individualistic traits that brought him recognition by the jazz community. 
While Mela may have found his earliest influences in the music of Chucho Valdes 
during his time in the Cuban music school, he credited his development over the past 
several years with the opportunities he has had to play with some of the top American 
jazz musicians, especially Lovano. He talked about this when he recalled his time 
teaching at Berklee: 
So, I was living there, hanging there, playing there, and learning how to play jazz. 
It gave me the opportunity to play in front of Joe Lovano. I was very lucky 
because he liked the way I played and he called me to play. I’ve been playing 
with him since then until today. That’s been eight years already, playing with Joe 
Lovano. (Interview, 2/1/2011) 
Mela, like the other musicians interviewed, made a point of describing the 
continuing development of his musicianship as the result of the mentoring he has 
received from different playing experiences. Among these is the experience of playing 
alongside Otis Brown in Lovano’s group: “Oh my gosh, you don’t know how much I’ve 
been learning from Otis’ drumming. Listen to Otis—he’s teaching. We speak the same 
language like [Lovano] said, but we have a very, very, different accent. You know what I 
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mean?” (Interview, 2/1/2011). 
Each of the jazz musicians spoke in a musical sense with their own unique accent. 
The way they approach improvisation is based on their experiences and how they view 
the world. This fact explains why no two jazz musicians can produce exactly the same 
musical product with the same tone, the same inflection, and the same emotive content. 
Many student musicians are taught to imitate exemplars, but only a few learn how to tap 
into their own voices and create something personally expressive that speaks musically in 
their own accent. The ones who do are the ones who learn how to tell their own stories. 
Story Telling 
While speaking about learning to improvise, the analogy of telling a story was 
referred to by several musicians. Weidman talked about his approach to improvisation as 
a means for telling a story. The concept of improvisation was instilled in him early by his 
father. He learned the importance of the organizational elements of an improvisation as a 
means of creating a narrative that was personal. Weidman reflected on it and stated: 
Well, I don’t know if I knew who I was, so much, but I think it was more like 
being a practical musician. I think I had a sense of that I wanted to sound good 
and when something sounded really hip to me, that’s the type of thing that I 
would try to do in my own playing. (Interview, 1/16/2011) 
Weidman continued: 
But, there were things, like, for instance, I have to go back to my father—he never 
concentrated on music to be a great improviser, but he understood the concept. He 
told me early on that you had to tell a story, and you know I used to love the way 
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that he would start a solo—and it would have an arc—you know, and he knew 
how to do that. He knew how to create space, and so—that’s really the foundation 
of how I think about music and how I listen to whether it’s Trane or Bird or any 
great musician you can think of, you know, that’s sort of where I come from. 
(Interview, 1/16/2011) 
As we continued to talk about the improvisational learning process, Lovano 
touched on the very element that Weidman spoke of when he mentioned the fundamental 
importance of telling a story through improvising. Lovano’s description of the blues as an 
analogy for telling a story revealed how he approached this similar concept: 
Then, of course, studying theory and modulation, and standard songs that move 
through keys—was probably the early steps in trying to create my own lines and 
solos on harmonies, you know in a chorus of a tune—to feel form—to understand 
the blues. Now what is the blues, you know? OK, the blues is a twelve-bar 
structure with many different ways to play through the sequence of chords in that 
twelve-bar repeated form, but what is the blues? The blues is a story, the blues is 
more things than just the notes within the chord, you know, that’s something you 
learned later—you really learn about that as you develop as a musician and as a 
jazz musician in particular you are trying to tell a story. What does that mean, you 
know? You have to have a deep understanding of the rhythm, the phrasing. It’s 
like writing a letter to someone, there’s a lot of punctuation, sentence structure, 
and paragraphs, choruses, chapters, you know, the way you build solos—the 
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construction of the solo—that was always something I learned. (Interview, 
1/21/2011) 
The references to language and the analogy of jazz improvisation as a story 
communicate Lovano’s concept of the organization of musical elements in a way that 
most readers can understand. Lovano speaks the way he plays. One might also say he 
plays the way he speaks. This description is meant to illustrate the point that music and 
life are not separate for Lovano. The way Lovano brings his life’s experiences to the 
listener is through his music. Every time he improvises, he’s communicating part of his 
story, part of history. 
When Brown and Mela spoke about improvisation, they commented that each 
person develops his own way of applying improvisational skills to a unique musical 
situation. Improvisation was viewed as something that comes naturally, something we all 
do in different capacities throughout our daily lives. Brown expressed it this way:  
You develop a concept that becomes your own, you know, and you go from there. 
I don’t know if there’s a real definitive answer to that because we’re improvising 
all of the time—we just have to learn how to apply it to music. (Interview, 
1/31/2011). 
Speaking of the value of being creative and original in a musical context, Brown 
referred to the same phrase mentioned by Weidman and Lovano—the value of telling 
your own story. Brown realized that a musician must move past the imitation stage in 
order to tell his or her own story and he recalled: 
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Ahh—well I guess, creativity and original thought, I think being yourself and 
having a story to tell, like telling your own story, definitely. You can’t tell the 
same story as . . . a case in point—this new record Birdsongs with Joe—you can’t 
tell Charlie Parker’s story the way Charlie Parker told it. You can’t play the tunes 
the way Bird played them. I don’t think anybody can, but even if you could, Joe 
wouldn’t want you to. He wants to have his own interpretation of Bird’s music 
and that goes with anything. (Interview, 1/31/2011) 
Brown stressed that Lovano put a great deal of weight on the idea of being 
creative within one’s own concept. This means that, in order to tell your own story, you 
have to be able to get past the imitative and the assimilative stages of development and 
interpret music in a way that reflects you as an individual. This is not to say that imitation 
is not an important way of acquiring new musical knowledge and developing new 
vocabulary, only to assert that it is not the final stage of development in the process. 
Mela did not use the same words to describe this concept, but it was evident that 
he understood the importance of having a unique voice and a story to tell. Mela stated: 
Well, I think that it came naturally. I think everyone in their own way knows how 
to improvise. It’s a way to express yourself in a simple way, so, you know—of 
course, people develop their own ways to improvise. There are people who plan 
their improvisations, others who come so naturally, and others who just improvise 
from the same melodies that they are playing from the head. I try to apply all 
kinds of ways to improvising on the drums—natural, to mathematical—every way 
just to become stronger at improvisation. I don’t know how to explain that, I just 
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express myself to the Mela way of playing. (Interview, 2/1/2011) 
Mela strove to discover his natural way of playing by exploring many styles of 
drumming. This implied being open to new ideas and having the confidence to absorb 
musical experiences as a way of building musical vocabulary, while being true to one’s 
personal expressive qualities. Mela pointed to the vocabulary building process as 
ongoing, one that builds with every successive experience as part of the jazz community. 
Wilson commented on his philosophy of the discovery of the individual voice as 
part of the realization of the “self” during the process. According to Wilson, knowing 
who you are and who you are not is an important part of channeling your energies in the 
direction that will help you find that natural path of development. Wilson commented: 
The other thing about it is that, unfortunately I know it’s kind of unfair to judge 
what’s new, what’s old, and what’s that . . . just play, but sometimes if it’s a 
newer person and they go . . . some people have a really unique voice sometimes 
and you go, “wow! That’s why I tell people that you have to find something that’s 
yours.” At the same time that we’re learning all of this stuff, we have to find 
something that we realize as ourselves and welcome that, and go, “OK, for better 
or for worse, this is what I do.” Some of that comes from realizing what you can’t 
do. I saw this great quote yesterday while I was watching this biography on 
Johnny Cash. The bass player said, “The greatness of the music wasn’t built on 
what we could do, it was built on what we couldn’t do [laughs].” I thought that 
was great, I mean, that tells it all . . . I thought that was a really cool quote—I 
wrote it down. They said that the early success of the music was built on what 
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they couldn’t do, not what they could do [laughs]. (Interview, 1/24/2011) 
The realization of understanding one’s particular style, and trying to develop 
one’s own identity from within that particular frame of reference, is something that 
happened early for Weidman, Lovano, and Wilson. Wilson realized this early in his 
development and stated: 
Sometimes you just have to go, OK, there’s a point where you just say, ‘I’m not 
going to get to that’—going back to what Max was saying over that bass line as 
compared to Buddy, I knew that I couldn’t achieve that technical thing about 
Buddy yet, but I heard that singing to me from Max and I was like, ‘Wow, I can 
align to this.’ When I hear Billy Higgins, or I hear Ed Blackwell, or these people 
like that—that’s what my affinity was for—so I never really was attracted to the 
physical as I was to the real musical. (Interview, 1/24/2011) 
Learning through Listening 
Exactly how did the musicians in this study learn these concepts? Lovano 
believed that critical listening is a major part of this skill development. He expressed his 
understanding that a musician’s personal sound was not only the timbre created through 
the physical characteristics of tone production, but also part of the way that each 
musician expressed himself by their choice of notes, harmonic awareness, rhythmic 
concept, and phrasing style. Lovano’s ability to identify individuals by listening to their 
recorded works indicated a higher level of awareness expressed by his knowledge of the 
various musical personalities of these musicians. Listening on this level can be compared 
with a writer who can identify a particular author based on a particular writing style. 
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Lovano stated: 
That’s something I learned from listening to records. Listening to Sonny Rollins, 
listening to Coleman Hawkins, Ben Webster, Lester Young, listening to Stan 
Getz, and people from records that my Dad had—Charlie Parker, Miles—Miles 
was really my major influence, I think, Miles and all his bands through the 
periods, you know. So to learn how to improvise as a teenager was—that was a 
part of it—was knowing the music, learning the language—I could sing along 
with every solo that I listened to on a record and recognize the sounds—know it 
was Sonny Stitt playing, hearing Jackie McLean and knowing it was Jackie 
McLean just from his tone and way of playing. Hearing Art Blakey—knowing it 
was Art Blakey on drums and not Philly Joe Jones, you know, hearing the 
dynamics and the personalities of the players—the way Charles Mingus played 
bass was different than the way Paul Chambers played bass. Hearing that, being 
able to hear the tone of Bud Powell on piano. (Interview, 1/21/2011) 
Lovano not only had the opportunity to hear these players on record, but also 
heard most of them live. Later he played with many of them live. He expressed his awe 
of hearing Sonny Stitt, Gene Ammons, Lou Donaldson, and others live for the first time 
during his adolescence. Lovano emphasized that the live listening experiences were 
highly influential in his development and may have substantially contributed to his ability 
to identify them on record. 
Brown described learning to improvise as a natural way of communicating, 
similar to conversing. He did recall listening as an activity that helped in learning the 
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vocabulary. Brown said: 
Wow! I guess—I don’t know how you learn to improvise—it’s a concept that’s in 
a lot of things that we do already—even in conversation like this—you learn the 
vocabulary and you come up with the words that you’re going to say. You might 
say the same thing as somebody else. You can say the same thing, but say it 
completely differently. I don’t know. A lot of that comes initially from listening 
to records, you know, figuring out what other people did before you to improvise. 
(Interview, 1/31/2011) 
Like Wilson, one of those influential drummers for Brown was Max Roach. Both 
drummers mentioned the concept of playing with a melodic approach: 
For me, I guess learning this on drums—a lot of it—I listened a lot to Max Roach 
who was one of my favorite drummers—period, but definitely (one of my 
favorite) drum soloists because he was so melodic—the phrases and the way he 
played the drums. I listened a lot to him, and, you know, you come to the 
realization that all of the technique you learned is not the end, but the means to 
the end, so you learn that stuff to be able to say what you want to say. (Interview, 
1/31/2011) 
Ultimately these experiences lead to the development of a musician’s most salient 
of the five senses, the sense of hearing. Jazz musicians and scholars agree that a 
sophisticated level of hearing is essential to navigate through improvised music, although 
people differ as to what degree that ability is innate or to what degree that skill can be 
developed. In Lovano’s case, this development was aided by his ability to recognize the 
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elements of form and melody, something that he calls “a gift.” The fact that he mentions 
working on this skill while listening, as well as while playing, points to a habit of critical 
listening that inevitably leads to greater hearing capabilities in an intellectual sense, what 
musicians call “great ears.” For Lovano, this way of listening became a tool for learning 
to hear on a level that most people never experience. He stated: 
If you’re playing with your ears, and you can hear the form—that’s what always 
got me through—hearing the form—knowing where I was in the tune when I was 
listening to people play—when I wasn’t playing. I think that’s a gift somehow, 
you know, that gift that you have. Some people don’t have that and they’re lost, 
completely, all the time, with drum breaks or whatever, you know, but to hear the 
IV chord, to hear how a tune starts, to hear where the bridge is, you know to be 
able to hear the intervals—then somehow when you’re improvising you’re 
figuring it out, right?—as you’re playing. Now, of course, the melody is always 
going to get you through. If you could hear the melody and be with that, that’s 
going to give you a foundation in the form. (Interview, 1/21/2011) 
Wilson talked about the acquisition of what he called “fringe information,” which 
he considered the most valuable. He spoke about learning through listening with others. 
This kind of knowledge is obtained by direct contact with individuals through 
conversation and through community sharing of information about related experiences. In 
the oral tradition, each person in a community hands down knowledge from one person to 
the next by sharing information and ideas through personal contact. The common element 
of this particular community may be the music, but the web of information is built on the 
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past experience of the individuals with whom a musician comes in contact. Wilson 
related this idea by talking about some of these experiences: 
When I went to school in Wichita, on the weekends . . . I was working all the 
time—so I was playing with these great musicians that weren’t involved with the 
school—they were people playing in town, so it was great to have them say—this 
great saxophone player Richard Collins said ‘Hey, have you ever heard ‘Out to 
Lunch’ by Eric Dolphy?’ and he gave it to me. This guy I played with Newt 
Graber gave me Frank Sinatra with the Count Basie orchestra on tape—wow, I’ll 
never forget it—it was great. I mean, those things make a big difference, you 
know, so that’s what I try to tell people all the time, you know, you put yourself in 
the community and you’re going to learn. If you stay within the doors of the 
university you’re only going to learn that information, but you’ve got to get out 
always and get fringe information which is really the most valuable—you know, 
oh man, you’ve got to check out this record. You find somebody, you go to their 
house and check out these records, or something like that—it’s great. (Interview, 
1/24/2011) 
Wilson talked about learning by listening in the community setting—and was 
quick to point out the value that community has on the listening experience. He explained 
that listening leads to hearing, but this experience is most rewarding and beneficial when 
done in a community setting: 
I mean that hearing it is really the most important thing, and not only hearing it 
but really hearing it in a community setting . . . I think the best listening always 
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comes when you’re with somebody else, you know, somebody goes “Hey, check 
this out,” and we sit and listen to it together . . . I think the community listening 
session is great, so I advocate that as much as possible with my students—not just 
on their own but get together—you know, everybody bring one thing and maybe 
talk about it and check it out. (Interview, 1/24/2011) 
Weidman spoke about his playing experiences with jazz vocalist Abbey Lincoln 
as an example of this kind of community sharing through music. He used the term 
exploration to define the process. He indicated that Abbey Lincoln eschewed “patented” 
arrangements in favor of spontaneous nightly explorations of her music and stated: 
You know one of the more important things that I learned when I worked with 
Abbey Lincoln was (and I was astounded), she hated arrangements. You know, 
there were little things, like Joe’s arrangements, like sign posts, but she didn’t 
want anything (she used to say) “patented”—she didn’t want you to play the same 
thing you played yesterday. So, you had to be aware of how she was going to 
phrase, and she wanted you to explore the song with her. That was a great way of 
thinking, like if you were exploring the song. Of course, you have to have a 
language to work with. As I teach my students, I try to teach them to listen to each 
other. I encourage rhythm section players to play together and learn about tension 
and release, you know, when to fill in the holes, when to leave space and that can 
only be done by that whole learning thing each time you play. Hopefully, you’ll 
learn something, you listen to the great people do it in any type of form. I mean it 
could be an Art Blakey record, it could be Brad Mehldau, Bill Evans, King 
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Oliver, or Louis Armstrong, but once you hear that people are talking to each 
other and you understand it you create your own way of doing it—just like we are 
talking [gestures]. (Interview, 1/16/2011) 
Not only is learning through listening a byproduct of the playing experience, it is 
also a method that musicians use to communicate and share their experiences off the 
bandstand, something Wilson holds in high regard. The conversations musicians have 
about their musical way of knowing can be just as valuable. Wilson related a recent 
experience: 
To coin Mrs. Clinton: Really, ‘It takes a village,’ you can’t . . . you know, part of 
it is on your own but I think when you’re listening with somebody, and you go 
‘Wow, I never heard this before’—even to this day it’s real great to have someone 
to talk to about different kinds of musics. The other day, just this week, John 
Scofield was talking about this crazy book about Tommy James and the Shondels, 
and I learned all of this stuff just jibing with him and talking about it—it was 
great—I mean, community like that is still the way to learn—so it’s fun. 
(Interview, 1/24/2011) 
Wilson spoke frequently about the concept of learning through community. This 
was the most prominent topic of our discussion. He, like all of the participants, was 
focused on providing me with information he thought both unique and valuable. I was 
surprised that none of them spoke specifically about their college musical training or the 
learning techniques that most university-trained jazz musicians are familiar with, such as 
ear training, improvisational studies, and jazz harmony. Wilson summarized by adding, 
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“So, that part of it, I think—being in a listening community, getting information, 
apprenticeship—it’s just invaluable. I’m glad I did it and I’m glad I still continue to do it” 
(Interview, 1/24/2011). 
Mela made a point about the evolutionary path of continuous learning that echoed 
Weidman and Wilson. Mela, Weidman, and Wilson spoke of a journey of music through 
the musician’s immersion in a community that continually provides growth in an organic 
way. Each experience builds on the previous experiences and provides a wider platform 
from which expression and musicianship are drawn. These experiences can and do 
happen both on and off the bandstand, something made clear by Wilson’s earlier 
comments. Mela related the same sentiment about his fellow jazz artists:  
As a musician you never end studying or learning. I believe that Joe, Herbie 
Hancock, Wayne Shorter, and all these people who are still alive—they’re still 
checking it out—it doesn’t matter when you start to check it out, as long as you 
start. Sometimes it will happen when you’re just listening to some music. For 
example, we are in the same band and somebody says listen to—for example—
Michel Camillo. We are going from one city to another and somebody plays 
Michel Camillo. From the moment that we start listening to Michel Camillo, we 
are studying what he is doing, not only enjoying it. That means that we are 
checking it out! (Interview, 2/1/2011) 
The process to which Mela is referring is not unlike the report of Lovano, who 
commented on his ability to identify musicians on recordings just by listening to the way 
they played. This type of listening, or “checking it out,” is something these musicians do 
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as a means of understanding how other musicians communicate their individual stories. 
From this intense type of listening, new insight is drawn and new dialects are discovered, 
absorbed, and experienced. The culture is developed, explored, and preserved among the 
community of like-minded musicians. 
Mela talked about his own development in relation to the value of each playing 
experience in helping him mature as a player—both good and bad: 
Well I think that I’ve been developing—I remember my first playing—when I 
came to the scene—playing with Joe and all these people—I knew that I had 
something to offer, but not as much as I have today, five years later or something 
like that. I’ve exposed myself to different situations. Some situations were great, 
some OK, and others have been bad. (Interview, 2/1/2011) 
Mela related that not every playing situation is going to yield positive results that 
build useful vocabulary, but at the same time each experience has some value that can 
enhance one’s communication skills by being either a positive or negative. This is similar 
to Wilson’s comments: “Knowing what you can’t do is just as valuable as knowing what 
you can do” (Interview, 1/24/2011). 
Wilson talked about flexibility, his term for being receptive to your playing 
weaknesses and using that realization as a template for practice. Working on weaknesses 
helps provide a greater flexibility to be open to different playing situations. In Mela’s 
account, the same concept was expressed like this: 
From learning for the bad experiences that I had, taking from that today I feel so 
much stronger in areas that I was weak. Today when I play with Joe [Lovano] or 
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McCoy [Tyner] I feel so much better than when I came on the scene, because 
when I came on the scene, I was just the new Cuban drummer in town who was 
hired by Joe Lovano, but now it’s that I’ve been really working on things that I 
didn’t have together. (Interview, 2/1/2011) 
Mela understood, from the beginning of his American experience, the importance 
listening has on musical development. The type of listening Mela described is more along 
the lines of Lovano’s concept of critical listening, the kind of deep listening skills that 
musicians refer to as “hearing,” or what constitutes having “great ears.” In the same way 
that Lovano could recognize the personalities of the musicians he listened to, Mela 
described how learning takes place from the experience of playing with great musicians 
and reacting to how they communicate in a musical sense: 
For example, I was just on tour with McCoy Tyner. McCoy doesn’t have to tell 
me if I’m playing right or wrong. I am the one who has to find out if what I’m 
playing makes sense to what McCoy is playing. That’s what makes you grow. 
That’s what I call relationships. It’s like going to the school of the street. 
(Interview, 2/1/2011) 
Mela continued by comparing the difference between an experiential type of 
learning and the traditional classroom situation. His comments were similar to Wilson’s 
on the value of putting yourself into the community and learning by participating in that 
community. Mela communicated how critical listening can lead to musical growth: 
Instead of going to the regular school where the teacher says, ‘No, play the ride 
cymbal like that and improvise over the melody and play the form of the tune,’ if 
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McCoy stops playing over one of my grooves, that means my groove is weak— 
by that relation right there—it makes me go, ‘Wow, let me go and check out what 
McCoy was playing when he was young with John Coltrane and Elvin Jones.’ 
That’s what makes you grow. Then the next week you apply what you checked 
out by listening to McCoy on the records, and it makes you feel better. Doing that 
kind of homework and by playing, playing, and playing, you automatically get 
into that world. You start to speak the same language that they are speaking. That 
is why I said that it was very important for my growing up [developing] to be 
playing with jazz musicians like this. It’s like if McCoy wanted to play Cuban 
music he’d have to go to Cuba and play with the real Cuban musicians where they 
are going to feel what they are doing feels right. It’s either way [both ways], so 
that’s why I’m doing that. In that way, I feel like I’m growing and that is my 
relationship with the other musicians—how to be able to play in communication 
to the music. (Interview, 2/1/2011) 
Art and Craft 
Lovano casually talked about all of this, as if it were a completely natural way to 
develop. In fact, for him this was true. He referred to hearing as a sense of feeling, and 
intellectual knowledge as a way of knowing. Using those terms in a playful manner, he 
suggested a way of conceptualizing the difference: 
Yeah, you feel it all. You start to feel it and know it. The main thing is if you just 
know it and don’t feel it, it’s not happening. If you feel it and don’t know it, it’s 
happening [laughter]. You know? (Interview, 1/21/2011) 
111 
 
Lovano continued to explain the difference: 
You can make your way. If you feel it, and you’re not quite sure, you’re going to 
say something. You know, but you can know it all you want, but if you don’t feel 
it it’s not going to come out right. So basically the feeling of things is the most 
important, really, as you are starting to develop as an improviser. To feel the 
forms, to feel if it’s a six-bar bridge, to feel a ten-bar form on a tune—and then 
you fill in within. I mean that was always a big thing for me that got me through a 
lot, you know, being able to feel what was happening from when I was listening. 
Also, on record, to listen to cats play and to feel what was going on and that 
prepares you for actually doing it. (Interview, 1/21/2011) 
Lovano used the word feel to indicate an intuitive kind of knowledge a jazz 
musician uses, while either playing or listening, to recognize certain forms of expressive 
qualities about the music. When Lovano used the word know, he referred to an 
intellectual type of knowledge, as in theoretical or factual information.  
Feeling represents a way of understanding relationships of rhythm, time, space, 
inflection, and the communication of those elements in an improvisational context. On 
the other hand, knowing that a C7 chord contains the pitches of the C mixolydian scale is 
useful information, but it does not communicate anything personal to the music.  
This topic recurred in interviews with both Lovano and Wilson. Both musicians 
suggested through anecdotal stories that the more one tries to engage the intellect and 
force theoretical knowledge into an improvisation, the more mechanical and less personal 
it will sound. I am reminded of a quotation that Lovano has shared with me on many 
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occasions, “It’s not what you play, it’s how you play it” (Interview, 1/21/2011 
Wilson embellished this line of thinking by relating that music is a natural thing 
for him. Substitute the word feel with the word allow and the analogy becomes clear. 
Wilson used the term allow to describe the musical event of playing. Wilson elaborated 
on how he allowed the music to happen: 
The other thing is getting back to that question—I remember reading it when I 
saw it in print—I don’t like that term making at all. So, I mean I’m not going to 
brag on it or anything, I like the term allow better. I feel like really great music is 
allowed, it’s really not made. Made means that it’s something you have to work 
at, allow means you just open this channel, and it’s there. I didn’t think I had to 
work at all last week with Joe at the Vanguard, it was just there. I mean really, in 
the truest sense, I like to use that term the best. When you really feel the best, 
there’s very little effort at all and with no thought involved. You’re ready; you’ve 
established skills—so you’re ready to go—but the ease of it—the path of least 
resistance. That’s what I think is so great about Joe Lovano is that all you have to 
do is be ready. So you work on all your stuff, you work on your sound, your time, 
all that stuff, but when you get there, it stops and you’re ready to go—here we go! 
(Interview, 1/24/2011) 
Brown also related something relevant to the art and craft discussion by 
comparing his childhood experiences in genres other than jazz in a context that invoked 
the comparison using his terms role and function: 
That’s why I like this genre of music because I grew up playing funk, R & B 
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stuff, but in a lot of those, and I love playing that stuff, don’t get me wrong, but 
[in] other genres the drummer played more of a role. In jazz you have more of a 
function. In jazz you’re expected to be yourself. You’re hired for what you bring. 
There are ten drummers that can get the same groove and sound alike and get the 
job in R&B but . . . you talked about those relationships earlier—you form those 
relationships, people know your personality on and off your instrument, and a lot 
of why people hire you is because of that. So, the only thing I think is essential is, 
being yourself and telling your own story. Once you do that man–. (Interview, 
1/31/2011) 
Learning by Creating an Approach 
Lovano also talked about his personal approach to learning as an improviser. He 
developed this technique on his own while practicing his instrument. He combined the 
traditional functions of all the rhythm section instruments while learning a tune on his 
saxophone. He would practice by learning the melody, the harmony, and the rhythm 
simultaneously by accompanying himself while imitating the various other instrumental 
functions. He described it as a piano approach to playing saxophone: 
I learned about harmony and structure and form and sequences of chords on my 
horn more than on piano. I’d look at it—I’d try to create a piano approach on the 
saxophone with the way I would accompany myself. To learn a tune—to play the 
harmonic rhythm of the bass part and the melody at the same time and try to do 
that . . . that’s how I memorized tunes—on my instrument, and I think that was 
good for me, like—that was my process. Everyone has their own process. My 
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process was really to learn everything on saxophone, because that’s what I was 
playing and to develop a free approach with melodies and interpretations of 
melodies and accompany myself with the bass—the harmonic rhythm of the bass 
notes of the chords and then hearing the voicing within that, the arpeggios and 
things. That three-way combination is something that I worked on myself, and I 
surprised my dad all the time by the way I was learning tunes and memorizing 
stuff. Some of that—he never told me about all of that stuff, I taught myself that. 
That was really amazing because by the time I went to Berklee after high school, I 
had quite a repertoire together of music I loved to play, and knew (a little bit). 
You know, you’re always learning the tune more and more every time you play it, 
but I had a foundation and a repertoire where I could go on a gig and call tunes for 
four sets and not have any sheet music or anything—to play with people—I had 
that together when I went to Berklee, and because of that I was placed in some 
number-one ensembles with Gary Burton, Jon LaPorta, and was starting to play 
jam sessions and was getting calls for gigs with faculty cats, right away. 
(Interview, 1/21/2011) 
Learning Summary 
Throughout this chapter the musicians’ ideas about learning have been discussed 
and woven into a narrative based on the following sub-categories: (a) mentoring, (b) 
storytelling, (c) learning through listening, (d) art and craft, and (e) learning by creating 
an approach. All of the participants had strong mentoring relationships either with their 
fathers or other members of the jazz community. All of these learning strategies took 
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place in the setting of a jazz community. Each of the participants had his own reflections 
on telling your own story, but agree with the research base that developing a unique 
personal voice was an important component of a successful jazz communicator. 
Among the concepts derived from this discussion by three of the musicians was 
the spin on the difference between art and craft in the jazz culture. Although these 
musicians used comparisons like feeling versus knowing (Lovano), allowing versus 
making (Wilson), and role versus function (Brown), each was using his own words to 
communicate the difference between art and craft as another important part of learning 
how to effectively communicate in jazz. Weidman talked about the lack of any “pre-
conceived ideas” and the notion of the nightly “exploration of the music” in his 
description, while Mela spoke of the importance of listening to the American musicians 
to learn how to blend and communicate. 
One of the dominant categories that evolved from the data was learning through 
listening. Each participant included many reflections on this topic, whether by listening to 
mentors, listening through community experiences, listening to live performances, or 
listening to each other. The dialog about listening referred to the importance that each 
musician put on the development of aural skills attained through listening experiences. 
The community of musicians the participants were exposed to during this development 
had a strong influence on this particular aspect of their musical skills. Because of the 
strong paternal relationships enjoyed by Brown, Weidman, and Lovano, their 
environments may have been the ideal nurturing places for their incubation into the jazz 
culture. This is particularly evident in Lovano’s case. 
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Lovano may have been born into a nurturing musical situation, but he attributes 
his great ears to his immersion in the jazz community more than any formal training or 
natural abilities. As a young student under his father’s mentorship, he wanted to impress 
his father’s circle of musician friends from the beginning: “I would go and sit in with 
people. There were jam sessions with musicians of my dad’s generation that I would go 
and sit in with, and the challenge would be to play the music that they were playing” 
(Interview, 1/21/2011). He had the confidence to immerse himself in any playing 
situation and experiment, while navigating through it by relying on whatever he knew—
not by being careful—but by taking chances.  
It can be reasonably concluded that Lovano’s learning experiences were 
heightened by his level of awareness of musical events going on around him. He was 
born into a jazz community. This is how he related his early aural experiences growing 
up in that community. This reflection is similar to what Weidman commented on about 
having a familiar system from which to work and adding to that system as he learned. 
Lovano was constantly challenging himself to hear new things by using the basic 
knowledge he had as a foundation for his exploration. He said: 
But, growing up I challenged myself all of the time on all kinds of things, I didn’t 
know—couldn’t tell you what the chords were—but I knew what key I was in, 
and I knew things about each key, OK? Now, what do I mean by things? You 
know if you’re in the key of Bb where [what] the IV chord is. What the III, VI, II, 
V is in that key. Then the more you know about those things, all of a sudden 
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whatever key you’re in—you’re thinking and you’re hearing at the same time. 
(Interview, 1/21/2011) 
This comment communicates Lovano’s understanding of the difference between 
art and craft and how those two can exist in a complementary fashion. It is necessary to 
have a solid foundation of theoretical knowledge from which to extrapolate resourceful 
ideas. The theoretical knowledge can be called the craft. A jazz musician must be strong 
in the craft. At the same time, the jazz musician must also possess the freedom of spirit to 
feel his or her way through an improvisation by what he or she hears by reacting 
artistically. 
Lovano, like Weidman, learned these basic concepts through his involvement 
with his father’s jazz community at a young age. He related a story that speaks for itself 
about how much that community can influence a young person. It is included here as a 
narrative in uninterrupted monologue to allow the reader to get a “feel” of Lovano’s 
thought process through the experience of the printed word. He recalled: 
OK, well, I was just going to lead to that because when I was again very young, 
five and six years old, my dad’s drummer at the time got a new set of drums, OK? 
So this is like late fifties. I’m a kid. My dad brings home a full set of drums one 
day—but a big old set with a big 24-inch bass drum, little cymbals—kind of a 
drum set from the thirties or whatever, you know. They were white pearl drums— 
I’m not sure—I think they were Leedies or something—almost a set you’d see in 
vaudeville pictures or something. Anyway, I had this drum set in my bedroom: 
Snare drum, big huge bass drum, bunch of little cymbals, and a floor tom 
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[laughs]. It was the strangest thing, you know, I had this drum set, I’m like a 
kid—I can’t even sit at them, really, you know, can’t reach the pedals . . . but, I 
kind of started fooling around, again, by the time I became more teenage age, 
right?, into my teen years, I was fooling around and starting to play melodies—
things that I memorized—things I was playing on the saxophone. So rhythms that 
were in my head, I was sitting down and starting to play on the drums. Now, of 
course, I’d had some lesson with some of my dad’s drummers, who showed me 
how to stick and hold the sticks correctly, and played some rudiments—I played, 
you know, I studied some rudiments—single stroke and double stroke rolls, how 
to play a press roll . . . mostly things on the snare drum. Then with listening to all 
these records I started to play along with records. I played along with that record 
‘Round Midnight, Miles Davis—I played the drum breaks along with Philly Joe 
Jones—trying to play in unison with him . . . and realizing then that he was 
playing rhythms and melodies on a drum. Then the more I listened to Max Roach 
and Bird together, I realized that Max was playing what Bird was playing and 
Bird was playing what Max was playing, so it was natural to play the head of 
“Confirmation,” or other melodies that I was learning on the drums. That was my 
beginning on drums and then through my whole lifetime, I play drums every day . 
. . I played a lot of gigs on drums, too, through the years. Just to execute some 
melodic things—[sings da-dat-da-da-da-da-da . . . “Confirmation”] OK, I’m 
trying to learn “Confirmation” on the saxophone, so naturally I’d go to the drums 
and try to play the same thing, but now I’m playing it on the different drums and 
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playing music on the bass drum [scats melody with accents where bass drum 
would hit] and playing with four sounds, you know—high-hat, bass drum, left 
hand, right hand—you play a lot of unisons together with those limbs [chuckles] 
you know, I was starting to really feel what a drummer does—I wasn’t preparing 
for a lesson, I wasn’t intimidated, I didn’t have to prove anything, I was just a kid 
having fun! (Interview, 1/21/2011) 
Lovano’s exposure to the jazz community through his father’s influence helped 
him to experience the jazz culture on a level someone outside that community would not 
understand. The concept of community listening is similar to how families might share 
stories around the dinner table, or to how a group of friends might share a few drinks at 
the local pub and entertain each other with conversation about events born from personal 
experience. Each participant takes turns listening and talking by adding his or her own bit 
of knowledge to the conversation while learning from the others. As ideas and opinions 
are shared, new pathways to a greater understanding of a particular subject may be 
exposed and developed. This is also similar to what happens when a group of jazz 
musicians gets together and explores a musical composition through playing and 
improvising over a tune. 
Although each related different accounts of their musical experiences; Lovano, 
Brown, Mela, Weidman, and Wilson were clearly influenced by the community of 
musicians that each was exposed to during his developmental years. As they continue to 
experience jazz together they are continuing to develop the relationships that help bind 
their community together through a common domain. 
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Chapter Six: Jazz as a Medium for Communication 
 
The analogy of telling a story through improvisation describes what I interpret as 
the essence of the jazz musician’s art form. Each performance has the potential to 
uncover or reveal layers of information about the performer and his or her life 
experiences both within and outside of the jazz community. During improvisation, these 
musicians often communicate emotions, historical data, and personal thoughts through 
musical interaction. The jazz musicians in this study indicated to me that often during 
improvised moments in a live performance they were communicating personal 
information in a free and flowing conversational manner, without being consciously 
aware that they were doing so. By asking the musicians to tell their stories, I attempted to 
provide a written account of their concepts of improvisation. This is not the same as 
witnessing a live performance. If it is true that music transcends language and expresses 
that for which there are no words, then my task is impossible. My solution was to use an 
approach based on Wenger’s (2008) Communities of Practice to frame this information 
and interpret it in this chapter.  
In this chapter I explored the analogy of jazz as cultural discourse, and how these 
musicians communicated personal information through their jazz lives. Although 
references to language abound in the descriptions of musical events by these jazz 
musicians, this is still only an analogy, since language and music are two different 
streams of communication.  
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Music as Life 
The analogy of jazz as a way to view life referenced by Mantie (2004) was a 
concept that resounded with Lovano, who captured this concept in a particularly 
expressive way. When asked why he makes music, Lovano responded: 
From the beginning I played music and was just completely captured by the 
feeling of it—the feeling of playing music—and also, you know, realizing that 
that’s such a natural thing for us as people. Music is in everything. It’s in the 
wind. You hear melody in the birds, in nature as music—Ornette Coleman told 
me, ‘There was music before there was a word.’ He told me that recently. 
Thinking about that, makes you realize, you know, why do you play music? 
There’s no other thing [chuckles] that’s—music is life! (Interview, 1/21/2011) 
Lovano’s testimony to the strength of music in his life is a point worthy of further 
elaboration. Like many of the people quoted throughout this study, Lovano described 
music as a form of communication, but his passion resonated on a deeper level. Lovano’s 
description invoked an acknowledgment of the spiritual. Lovano’s life experience, 
involved in the jazz culture since his childhood, certainly has given him a tremendous 
opportunity to build on that spirit by allowing him to observe and reflect on a mountain 
of experience. Lovano’s deeper understanding of the spiritual meanings those 
experiences transmitted relates to this discussion. Lovano understands jazz as life. He 
projects an understanding of the manner that jazz musicians speak to each other through 
their musical expressions and relate their views through their musical conversations. 
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Music as Language 
When asked to relate what he considered the essential elements of creativity and 
original thought in improvisation and what he really thought was important in his 
development, Lovano responded by using the analogy of language to explain his 
understanding of this concept in a musical sense. Lovano stated: 
Well, learning the language, knowing the language—what I mean by that is not 
only . . . I mean you have to put your own language together from realizing that 
everybody has developed their own way of playing. Dizzy Gillespie’s language 
was his own. Bird’s language was his own. Lester Young’s language, you know 
the essence of their personality, their feeling became their language—the way 
they felt about life and about the music—about what they wanted to say became 
their language—Max Roach was hip—he developed his own language—what he 
was trying to say—maybe it’s not just the language, maybe it’s a dialect or 
something, you know, we’re all using the same elements—but there are all these 
different ways of saying something. So, I don’t know, you know, it’s like 
developing with a sense of what that’s about—Stravinsky had his language, 
Bartok has his language, Bach had his language, the way they put the elements 
together. Mozart had his story. Jazz musicians play spontaneously with their own 
feeling, OK?—the ones that are creative, the ones that really put it together. 
(Interview, 1/21/2011) 
Lovano used the metaphor of jazz as a language to illustrate the point that each 
person recognized by the jazz community has a unique way of communicating her or his 
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story in a personal, recognizable, and identifiable way. Lovano countered with a 
description of imitators: 
Now of course there are thousands and thousands of other musicians who try to 
play someone else’s language or try to tell someone else’s story, which you can’t 
really do—I mean you could do it up to a certain point but you’re not dealing with 
the whole creative element of being yourself. (Interview, 1/21/2011) 
Lovano struggled with the question of whether one can be taught to develop his or 
her unique improvisational voice. At least historically speaking, the evidence based on 
numbers alone leans toward the negative. Lovano posited: 
I don’t know I think that’s something that [either] happens or doesn’t happen 
sometimes in all musicians. There’s only been a handful of cats in each generation 
in a way that have stepped forward and just had a natural flowing execution of 
their ideas and feelings, to be able to execute your feelings . . . to me is what it’s 
about. (Interview, 1/21/2011) 
Lovano furthered his explanation by mentioning his experiences performing with 
others. His explanation pointed to the musician’s deep knowledge of the musical 
language as a prerequisite for having the freedom to execute one’s feelings through 
musical dialog. He suggested that such freedom allows creative responses to musical 
events to flow freely without any preconceived thought. Lovano remarked: 
Now to be spontaneous and creative with others [who] are doing that—OK, on the 
stage, whether it’s just you and one other person in a duet sound, or trios, or 
quartets, or quintets—to be free on your horn means to have developed a deep 
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vocabulary, the understanding of the harmony, melody, and rhythm so you can be 
spontaneous and free in your thought process—you’re not really thinking, you’re 
listening and reacting. (Interview, 1/21/2011) 
Brown also spoke about the importance of being open and reacting to the other 
musicians echoing Lovano’s words: 
You know, you do the groundwork, you prepare yourself, and you practice if you 
need to, but then at the moment of playing, you kind of throw all of that stuff out 
the door and allow yourself to be open to what’s going to happen. You can’t go in 
with any pre-conceived notions if you really want to feel a certain way and to be 
able to interact. You kind of have to open yourself to whatever people bring to the 
table. You have to know what’s going on in people’s lives and in your life. All of 
that comes into play when you’re playing, so, wow! I think being open is the 
biggest part of that. (Interview, 1/31/2011) 
Wilson related his sentiment to what happens on the bandstand when musicians 
are communicating through listening and reacting. He used the analogy of language to 
illustrate how a prefix or a suffix can completely alter the meaning of the same word to 
express how he perceives musical events that flow in a reactionary chain and how we 
ascribe meanings to those events. Wilson remarked: 
Sometimes there’s this thing that I talk about with my students is the word care, 
you know, because care could be care, caring, careful, or careless. Those words, 
it’s the same word but the suffix or prefix or something makes a big difference. 
Sometimes you can be too careful, sometimes you can be too careless—you know 
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what I mean? (Interview, 1/24/2011) 
Wilson’s comment means each jazz act can be interpreted differently by the 
context in which it occurs and by the reaction it receives. This parallels Lovano’s 
comment, “It’s not what you play, it’s how you play it.” Wilson explained his concept: 
There’s that fine line—I don’t know what it is, but when I really hear people 
contributing to the sound in the middle—I say to people—you really want to hear 
the sound of the group like a soup. I always feel like I’m in the middle of a soup 
and everybody agrees in there. The other thing that’s really paramount for me is 
when you really feel everybody’s instrument come up through your instrument 
and hopefully your instrument is coming up through theirs. That’s the sound. 
With Joe [Lovano] last week, I didn’t hear Joe, I felt him coming up or rising 
through the drums. That’s what’s so amazing about him. (Interview, 1/24/2011) 
Although this music is actually created by the musicians, their experience often is 
one when they believe themselves to be just a conduit for the free expression of ideas.  
Trust and Confidence 
Weidman, Mela, and Lovano talked about trust and confidence as the important 
elements necessary for musical conversation to emerge. Weidman explained this in 
relation to the performing situation with Us Five, when live performances create a 
platform for this type of musical communication to take place. Weidman commented: 
Well if we go back to the [concept] of music as a language, we’re just speaking 
with each other. Now in the beginning of us playing together, maybe we couldn’t 
really—maybe it was like I was speaking English, or maybe there was another 
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dialect going on within the rhythm section, so you know there becomes this 
element of trust as a unit because for that type of communication to happen there 
has to be trust, there has to be an attitude you know that you want to have this 
conversation, that you’re not coming into a musical situation with a pre-conceived 
notion of how the music is going to sound. (Interview, 1/16/2011) 
Weidman’s sentiment was echoed by Lovano, who spoke about the relevance of 
all of a musician’s past musical relationships as a contributing factor to the development 
of trust and confidence. In Lovano’s case, his résumé reads like a jazz encyclopedia with 
people he has either studied with, heard live, or performed with both in the United States 
and abroad, including his recognition by the Recording and Performing Arts Society with 
fifteen Grammy nominations. Lovano said, “OK, that’s part of your story, right? So like, 
this builds confidence, it builds trust, it builds things inside you that you can’t really put 
into words, really” (Interview 1/21/2011). 
Weidman mentioned the term trust as well. Weidman remarked how Lovano 
shared that feeling of trust with the group: 
Oh, wow, this is, like, a whole special thing. It is very interesting. When Joe 
Lovano first thought about the two drummer concept, I said, yeah, alright 
[quizzical] but, um, the chemistry is so beautiful and the attitude that Joe has as a 
leader is so beautiful, I mean I learned a lot from him in terms of just letting 
things flow, you know, and he has a lot of trust in all of us. (Interview, 1/16/2011) 
Mela made another comment on confidence and trusting in one’s ability. He 
added his thoughts on creativity and originality that spoke to a musician’s ability to trust 
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her or his abilities by being honest in what music means to that individual. Mela 
explained why he plays music: 
I think the most important thing—to be accepted by the jazz community is to be 
yourself. It’s believing in what you do no matter what opinion other people have 
of you. Sometimes if you have a great voice but you don’t believe in that voice 
then it doesn’t take you anywhere. To be original is always going to count on 
what you believe in what you’re doing so the consistency of the repetition of what 
you’re doing is going to take you to the perfection of whatever you want to get to. 
(Interview, 2/1/2011) 
Mela brings up another point: Some students and jazz performers try so hard to 
emulate exemplary players that they lose themselves in the process. Institutional practices 
that focus on technical precision without a creative component may significantly 
contribute to this problem. The problem becomes one of balance, however, because, 
without enough technique, performers will be unable to communicate their ideas. This 
comes back to trust and confidence, two qualities that allow a performer to believe in 
how they play. Mela views this confidence in who you are as what will take you to the 
next artistic level. He believes some soul searching is involved and stated: 
I think that it is to just be honest on what music you play. That is what makes you 
original. I don’t think you can play music to be famous or to be accepted by the 
jazz community. You play music or jazz in this case because you really like that 
style, and you really believe in what that style is giving to your soul. I would love 
to repeat something that I just learned from McCoy Tyner the other day on tour in 
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Japan. He said to us, ‘Guys, you guys sounded great. You guys need to know that 
you sounded great, because we play music to free our souls.’ That was really 
touching when he said that to everybody. So I don’t think that me in particular, I 
don’t play jazz just to play the style, to make a name or be famous, or to be 
accepted by the jazz community. I think I’m playing music from my soul and 
from my heart. That is what really makes us unique, different, and special. That’s 
my answer to that question. (Interview, 2/1/2011) 
Interactions 
Lovano described his mental experience during performance as “not really 
thinking—listening and reacting” (Interview, 1/21/2011). Weidman spoke of clearing his 
head and being relaxed. Wilson used the term welcoming and described the other 
musicians’ instruments as “coming up through the drums” (Interview, 1/24/2011). Brown 
emphasized not thinking of anything during a performance and being “open” (Interview, 
1/31/2011). Mela spoke of playing music to free his soul. These comments all suggest 
that these musicians seek to experience a heightened state of mental calmness when 
communicating their personal musical histories through a musical performance. 
It also became clear that the musicians were communicating not only by reacting 
to the musical stimuli, but also to the individual personality traits of their band-mates. 
The music was not only different each night; it was different based on who was in the 
band. Brown offered this description: 
It’s different with different personalities. Each gesture with whoever’s in the 
band—that happens in any situation, but especially when there’s two drummers—
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you have to realize—me and Matt Wilson have totally different personalities. 
There’s an adjustment that has to be made, and you kind of respond to it in a 
different way. The amazing thing about being around Joe [Lovano] is that he 
wants it different ways and you have the freedom to create all of it. If it’s a 
different feel or a different sound, it’s all acceptable and it varies, actually. 
(Interview, 1/31/2011) 
Each explained trying not to think consciously of anything during a performance 
and allowing the creative energies to flow. Lovano remarked: 
Well, I’m not really thinking about . . . much as far as theory and all of that . . . I 
know where I am in the flow of the moment, I know where I am in the 
orchestration of the piece, and you’re just trying to—be with it, you know? So it’s 
not like if I hear, you know, you could hear people—if the drummer goes do, do, 
doot,doot,do-doo and you play  do,do,doot,doot,do-doo, what is that? That’s just 
mimicking what you heard, then you’re thinking—but if the drummer goes do, 
do, doot, doot, do-doo, and you go boo-beet dot do dee dup and you finish—then 
that said something to you that made you feel something that you said. You know, 
I can hear in two seconds when cats mimic each other, then they’re thinking—
they’re like—they’ve lost the moment there when they do that. To be free within 
the music is to give it up and to completely try to play with feeling, you know 
what I mean?, to be able to feel the spaces and the places—all right—the places to 
play and the spaces to not play, the places to not play and the spaces to play  
[raucous laughter]. (Interview, 1/21/2011) 
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Wilson reflected on a similar story told to him as some fringe information by 
pianist Fred Hirsch, a long-time collaborator with saxophonist Joe Henderson. Wilson 
described the story, 
I was playing with Fred Hirsh and he told me this great story about Joe 
Henderson. He made a great point, without saying much, whenever he said 
something it always made a great impact. He said he was playing with Joe 
Henderson for years, they were talking one day and he said, “Joe, sometimes I 
drop out for a long period of time, I don’t play, and then I come back in. I might 
play for a while, and then I might drop out, stroll for a little bit. Is that cool? 
Henderson goes, “Fred, if you think it’s all right—it’s probably not all right. If it 
feels all right, then it’s probably right!” Fred told me this story and it made a real 
impact, and I go, “OK, if you’re thinking too much about what you’re going to 
do, it can be a little strange” (Interview, 1/24/2011) 
Wilson’s comment reiterates the ideas stated above regarding the thought processes of 
these improvising musicians during performance. They believe if there is too much 
conscious thought involved in the process, improvisations will sound forced and not 
authentically represent personal expressive content. 
Wilson also reflected on being open and allowing the moment to unfold naturally. 
He described musical performance as a celebration. 
You celebrate—Mel Lewis told me one time, he said, you know, “I don’t have a 
bad night; I just have better nights than others.” That sort of became a mantra for 
me. Every night that you get to play is great. Sometimes you can do no wrong, but 
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there’s always that something, that if you’re open, you can play. (Interview, 
1/24/2011) 
About his mental state during performance, Wilson continued with a description similar 
to what Brown had said earlier. 
It could be different with different folks in different settings and different times, 
to be honest, but in certain ways, but it always seems to be that celebration, you 
know, you start, and there it is. It’s a performance. There’s part of that aspect too. 
What am I thinking about? I don’t know, I try to remain as blank as possible and 
allow, but—I tell people if thoughts come in it can be great. Sometimes thoughts 
can provide you with a little inspiration and then you move on. There’s something 
about the intellect, too. I think it powers you at the right time sometimes. 
(Interview, 1/24/2011) 
 
Chapter Summary 
Lovano, Weidman, Brown, Wilson and Mela shared their ideas about how they 
communicate personal information through their interactions on and off the bandstand. 
Improvisation, according to these musicians, is not merely an act that is manifested 
during a live performance, but something that is a part of what they consider to be the 
way they function in the world in everyday life. The musicians did not separate who they 
are from what they do; they are what they do! As Lovano commented, “Music is life”. 
Music is just as much a vehicle for communication for these musicians as language is, 
and they take great pride in describing how being a musician makes them feel, and allows 
them to express their deepest sentiments through that which they consider their greatest 
132 
 
attribute: The ability to tell their stories in a unique way through their individual creative 
voices. Living in, and functioning in a community of practice provides them with an 
abundance of opportunities to acquire musical knowledge and share their histories 
together as they continually forge and shape their identities. The community experience 
builds trust and confidence. Whether they are acquiring fringe information through non-
musical activities or performing together on stage, these musicians are practicing what it 
means to live jazz. 
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Chapter Seven: Discussion, Implications, and Conclusion 
The purpose of this study was to collect responses from Joe Lovano and Us Five 
to better understand the perspectives of exemplary jazz musicians on individual and 
collective improvisation. I used Wenger’s (2008) “communities of practice” as a 
theoretical framework for my investigation. Because interviewees responded in ways I 
did not entirely expect, it seemed necessary to handle those themes in light of prior 
research on the creative process (Creswell, 2009). Interview and observation were 
utilized for data collection. Data was analyzed according to categories that emerged from 
the analysis of the dialog. Two major themes emerged in data analysis. First, Joe Lovano 
and each member of Us Five experienced university jazz educations but in interviews and 
observation, the musicians seemed not dependent on, or even utilizing, that part of their 
past. Instead, the musicians strongly emphasized community and community building, 
professional on-stage experience, and longitudinal exposure and life study that many 
college jazz majors may never experience. Second, the musicians eschewed certain 
viewpoints within the music profession, within university music programs, and within the 
public sector that musicians can simply blend technical prowess with diligent study of a 
prescribed curriculum to become a professional jazz musician. Here the interviewees 
uniformly suggested that a unique, individual voice was necessary for acceptance within 
the field of jazz.  
Us Five and Learning Experiences 
Goodrich (2005) studied mentoring in a high school jazz setting and defined the 
jazz mentoring tradition as a means for the evolution of jazz and a medium for 
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socialization (p. 95). Based on Goodrich’s (2005) research it seems reasonable to 
conclude that few mentoring relationships are a better fit than the father-son relationship 
for this purpose. Many young boys look up to their fathers as their first male role models. 
The strong mentoring relationships enjoyed by Lovano, Weidman, and Brown with their 
fathers serve as an example of the profound effect that paternal mentorships can have on 
young developing musicians. Further, Brown’s mentorship under Donald Byrd serves as 
another example of the power of mentoring, an instance where the influence of an 
experienced jazz musician inspired Brown to pursue a life in music. Moments of true 
inspiration can and do occur as a result of the influence that one performer has on 
another, such as the inspiration provided to Lovano through listening to his father play, 
and the inspiration provided to Liebman from hearing Coltrane perform live when 
Liebman was a teenager. Lovano spoke of “standing toe-to-toe with musicians of his 
father’s generation” trying to impress them, and Liebman called the encounter with 
Coltrane “a cataclysmic event” in his life (Liebman, 2000). Countless other musical 
inspirational moments are documented in the works of Berliner (1994) and Ake (2002). 
All of these moments could be considered as informal music experiences. The early 
learning experiences of Wilson also reflected the informal way in which he was allowed 
to develop; what he called “in a natural way” (Interview, 1/24/2011). 
Wilson described a way of teaching more along the lines of learning based on 
actual playing experience rather than knowledge acquired through books and written 
materials. Although his teacher was also a drummer, he played bass with Wilson during 
lessons. This suggests the creation of a lesson environment that more closely resembled a 
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live playing experience by incorporating another rhythm section instrument to provide a 
harmonic element as an accompaniment. Weidman described his learning experiences as 
“knowing at a very young age what a real piano player sounded like and wanting to 
sound like that” (Interview, 1/16/2011). Weidman, after learning how to play a blues 
progression from the pianist in his father’s band, reflected on his impatience with the 
lesson book sequence used in his early formal education, “trying to finish the first book 
so I could get on to the second, and so on” (1/16/2011). The research data suggests that 
not only were the members of Us Five the benefactors of strong mentoring relationships 
during their developmental years, but that their earliest learning experiences reflect 
identity formation through informal learning experiences in communities of practice. 
Wenger further explained the meaning and role of the concept of identity within 
such communities is connected to practice. Wenger (2008) stated, “There is a profound 
connection between identity and practice” (p. 149). All members of a community of 
practice share a common bond that allows them to participate, “engage with one another 
and thus acknowledge each other as participants” (p. 149). As people interact and relate 
to each other, they are continually exchanging their views on what it means to be a 
human being. In this sense, Wenger stated, “the formation of a community of practice is 
also the negotiation of identities” (p. 149). Wenger continued to define identity, noting 
that identity constitutes more than our perceptions about ourselves or others’ perceptions 
of us, but also additionally involves how we live and participate in the daily activities of 
our lives. Wenger (2008) wrote, “What narratives, categories, roles, and positions come 
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to mean as an experience of participation is something that must be worked out in 
communities of practice” (p. 151).  
Traditional Jazz Methods vs. Institutional Jazz Instruction 
The descriptions of the earliest learning experiences of the Us Five musicians 
aligned with what Mantie (2005) called “authentic learning” or learning in the context of 
doing. Authentic learning experience closely relates to the traditional aural traditions of 
jazz instruction as reported by leading jazz scholars and historians (Ake, 2002; Berliner, 
1994; Liebman, 2000; Monson, 1996). As Ake (2002) reminded, “Aurally transmitted 
meaning (whether musical or linguistic) always remains culturally based” (p.85). 
Traditionally, jazz musicians acquired meaning through their interactions with other jazz 
musicians within jazz cultures. Questions remain about the authenticity of jazz cultures 
created within university walls. 
Monson (1996) described what Berliner (1994) wrote about learning communities 
and their influence on developing musicians.  “Berliner describes how jazz musicians 
acquire and develop improvisational expertise through interaction with an ever-changing 
community of musicians functioning as a learning environment, a musical process that 
defies explanation by traditional musical analyses of self-contained works” (p. 73). 
Monson’s comment reifies the conflict between academic and traditional methods of 
learning how to improvise. The Us Five musicians, however, clearly supported their 
community experiences as the basis for their success as jazz professionals. 
Each of the Us Five musicians spoke of their musical experiences in terms of the 
relationships they established with other members of their communities. Mela described 
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“wanting to sound like the American musicians” and called his time at Berklee “social 
work” (2/01/2011). Although each member of the group had university jazz training, 
none of the musicians spoke about their college jazz instruction other than mentioning 
where they went to school. The Us Five musicians uniformly agreed that community 
learning from interaction with mentors and peers within specific jazz communities helped 
them develop their individual voices. All of the participants responded to questions 
regarding their individual educational experiences using terms like “natural”, “organic”, 
and “the Mela way of playing” to express their sentiments that somehow institutional 
learning strategies were not authentic ways of learning how to improvise in jazz. 
Lovano spoke of the relationships he developed with his father’s circle of 
musician friends as being highly influential in his development, as well as his approach to 
listening to professional jazz recordings every day while playing drums, trying to imitate 
the drummers he heard on those recordings.  By the time Lovano entered college, he had 
memorized enough music to play a four hour gig without music, well on his way to 
developing into the performer he is today, without the aid of formal university training. 
When Mela finally arrived at Berklee, he had the privilege of playing with faculty who 
realized his unique approach to drumming and offered him professional performance 
opportunities. These interactive experiences reported by the Us Five musicians support 
the idea that Us Five view community learning experiences as an essential part of 
becoming a jazz professional. 
 Maceli (2009), reported on the value of community on the learning experience in 
an institutional setting of beginning college jazz improvisers. Maceli documented his 
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results in three different learning communities he labeled the dyad, the jam session, and 
the classroom. He stated: 
In several instances, the bond former in this community allowed participants to 
take risks, while in other cases participants were encouraged to succeed by their 
peer group. In the jam session, the class utilized a “strength in numbers” approach 
to counter intimidation that might exist in a jam session. In the classroom, the 
community allowed classmates to engage in an open, honest dialog that was 
conducive to a good learning environment. In the dyad, the sense of community 
allowed participants the ability to experiment and develop aural skills at differing 
rates. (p. 339) 
Maceli’s (2009) work illustrated how different learning contexts could impact 
learning. Similar approaches could be used in the context of a university jazz community 
to help bridge the gap between formal and informal learning strategies. 
Throughout the interviews it became increasingly clear to me that Lovano and the 
Us Five musicians believed that their music personalities and individual voices were the 
products of relationships they experienced with other members of the professional jazz 
community. For all of these participants, the development of their individual voices 
emerged from relationships that occurred outside of their respective formal educations. 
These relationships may have taken the form of mentorships with other professionals, or 
simply been forged with family members, who were members of the jazz community. For 
example, Brown spoke of his college years only in terms of his relationship with 
legendary jazz trumpeter Donald Byrd, who taught Brown at Delaware State University. 
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Brown did not mention lessons in the classroom under Byrd, only the long hours spent in 
Byrd’s office listening to recordings and hearing stories from the trumpeter about his life 
as a jazz musician. It was Byrd who convinced Brown to move to New York and try to 
become a jazz performer.  
 In Lovano’s case, going to jam sessions and gigs with his father and hanging 
around some of the best jazz musicians in the country had a major impact on his 
developing love for jazz. Lovano remarked that hearing his father play live with those 
musicians, and then going home and listening to the same musicians on records, was an 
amazing experience. There is no doubt that, if Lovano only had the recordings to listen to 
without the live performance component, the experience would not have been the same in 
its effect on the young saxophonist. Throughout the interviews with the musicians, one 
theme continued to emerge: the most important factor in the development of all of these 
musicians’ individual voices came from their relationships with other musicians.  
 In some conversations, the musicians spoke of their development from what they 
learned from interactions with their peers. Wilson spoke of memories of driving nearly 
half way across the country with a friend just to see a live concert as one of the pivotal 
points in his development. Wilson spoke of music lessons when he and his instructor 
played together, which allowed Wilson to feel the music in a natural way. Weidman 
talked about his long-time association with singer Abbey Lincoln, whom he credits with 
teaching him a new way of approaching performance. Mela credits Chucho Valdes for 
inspiring him to come to America to learn how to play jazz. At Berklee, Mela’s 
experiences drumming with other student musicians and faculty earned him a teaching 
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position right away. Mela did not mention his course work at Berklee. Mela called the 
time at Berklee “social work.” In all instances, each musician recalled experiences from 
their development that suggested they placed the most valuable learning experiences in 
the category of “authentic learning,” or learning in context (Mantie, 2008).  
The musicians’ testimonies support the idea that the individual voice emerges as a 
maturation of a musician’s improvisational style as a product of that musician’s 
interaction with other musicians. A musician’s mature style represents that person’s 
musical experiences, including formal education; yet most formal education programs 
offer very few opportunities for musicians to learn how to tell their stories in their own 
words. Perhaps this is due to the lack of improvisational jazz experiences that many 
university students have during their developmental (high school) years (Goodrich, 2005; 
Mantie, 2008; Kelly 2013). The musicians in Us Five were well on their way to 
becoming artists in their field by the time they entered college. Therefore, to call Lovano, 
Brown, Mela, Weidman, and Wilson university-educated musicians may be a bit 
misleading. The Us Five musicians, by virtue of their early authentic relationships, 
entered college with a strong knowledge of the jazz community. 
The Individual Voices of the Us Five Community of Practice 
According to Wenger (2008), “the concept of practice connotes doing, but not just 
doing in and of itself. It is doing in a historical and social context that gives structure and 
meaning to what we do” (p. 47). Wenger (2008) believed that when we engage in a 
community of practice, we share three things: 1) mutual engagement, 2) a joint 
enterprise, and 3) a shared repertoire (p. 152). Participation in such communities of like-
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minded individuals helps define our actions and shape our identities.  
The musicians’ sharing of stories, explanations, and descriptions provided within 
this document constitute part of what Wenger (2008) refers to as “the work of 
imagination” (p.185). Imagination requires a disengagement from practice, allowing 
participants to reflect and “reinvent ourselves, our enterprises, our practices, and our 
communities” (p.185). In this respect, my research may stimulate the Us Five community 
of musicians to think about what they do and how they do it, providing context for new 
understandings of previous meanings to emerge. 
In the case of Us Five, a strong sense of community, brotherhood, and mutual 
love and respect for each other permeated our discussions. None of these musicians 
separated themselves from their profession. As Lovano put it, “Music is life” (Interview, 
1/21/2011). My observations and data collection led me to conclude that Lovano and Us 
Five were indeed a community of like-minded individuals, who engage in a joint 
enterprise through their interactions on and off the bandstand. Through a common bond 
of jazz, they shared their personal histories and identities. By telling their own stories 
through improvisation, they continuously forge new meanings and shape their identities 
as they practice their craft. The open exchange of musical ideas exhibited by Lovano and 
the Us Five musicians aligns closely to what Wenger called “negotiation of meaning,” or 
an active practice of producing meaning that is both dynamic and historical (p. 53). For 
example, Birdsongs served as an artifact of the collaboration of Joe Lovano and Us Five 
as they traded musical stories and experiences during the process of making a studio 
recording.  Each musician involved in the recording brought his or her personal musical 
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history to the collaboration. The negotiation of meaning continues every time Us Five 
performs the Birdsongs material live in performance due to the nature of much of the 
material being improvised. Each performance of Birdsongs becomes something new for 
Lovano’s community and the audiences who witnesses it. In this way, learning through 
communities of practice is an ongoing process involving the continual development of 
identity and the negotiation of meaning through practice. Similar studies that describe 
how jazz musicians interact within their communities can be found in Berliner (1994), 
Monson (1996), and Behling (2010).  
Berliner (1994), spoke about collective improvisation within different bands and 
how each band served as a community of learning. Berliner interviewed several 
musicians who talked about the dynamic of each band changing as the members changed. 
Each member also developed different aspects of their improvisational skills based on the 
different people with whom they were collaborating with (pp. 442–446). Monson (1996), 
referred to the function of the band as a community as something that helped develop 
“intermusical relationships” or “the ability of musicians to pick up on one another’s 
ideas, to find chemistry in their musical affinities” (p.128). Behling (2010), examined 
aspects of community practices of  some professional musicians playing in Chicago 
clubs, mostly not-so-famous people who functioned much the same as the elite 
professionals described in the work here, and the works of Berliner, and Monson. 
To summarize, it might be safe to say that the Us Five musicians feel they have 
the greatest ability to communicate personal expression when they are actively engaged 
in a community of practice in real-life contexts. These musicians are at their best when 
143 
 
they allow the music to overpower their “selves.” In these moments of community, their 
true musical identities are revealed through their interaction with the other musicians, and 
the music becomes the vehicle for conversations to develop. Wenger (2008) would call 
such moments “alignment.” “The process of alignment bridges time and space to form 
broader enterprises so that participants become connected through the coordination of 
their energies, actions, and practices” (p. 179) In that sense, musical histories collide, 
intersect, and form new experiences that flow from the individual voices. The alignment 
of time and space, when musical histories collide and intersect, remains one of the 
primary phenomena propelling musicians to the discovery of their individual expressive 
voices and allowing new participants to become members of a previously established jazz 
community.  
Many of the students who enroll in university jazz performance programs may 
have very little improvisational experience outside of the high school big band (Kelly, 
2013). For the performer with limited authentic jazz learning experience, who enters a 
college jazz program, it may be easier to focus on technical skill building based on 
theoretical knowledge that dominates many university programs of study. I make no 
claims that are meant to diminish the integrity of such programs. It should be obvious, 
however, that the professional jazz community demands more of its members than 
instrumental proficiency. The problem of the lack of focus on community development 
within the university is exacerbated by the diminishing amount of authentic jazz learning 
experiences available outside of the university, especially for those who do not live in 
proximity of a major urban area. I will begin offering suggestions as to how to rectify this 
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situation by only stating the obvious: that more balance between theory and authentic 
practice needs to be introduced into the university jazz setting. Perhaps the best way to 
accomplish this starts with an awareness of how working jazz professionals deal with 
these issues. I believe the development of the individual voice occurs simultaneously 
with the development of human relationships that form through one’s interaction with 
mentors and peers. 
  The learning that takes place in an authentic context helps to erase the 
boundaries between what has been practiced, what has been studied, the performer’s 
vocabulary, the performer’s historical knowledge, and the emergence of that which has 
yet to be spoken. The musical representation of these components of one’s jazz 
educational experiences can be said to represent where that jazz performer has been and 
where she or he is going. It is the communication of all of these elements in real time 
through improvisation that constitutes the unique improvisational voice of a performer 
and allows that performer to contribute to the future of jazz. All of this, according to the 
interviewed musicians’ testimonies, occurs during a performance without much 
conscious thinking on the part of the performer. The relationships between the music, the 
performer, the history, the technique, and the context all play a role in the emergence of 
the individual voice. All of the interviewed musicians claim that the individual voice is 
the key ingredient in establishing one’s position as a member of the professional jazz 
community. 
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Where Do We Go from Here? 
In order to create authentic learning experiences at the university, instructional 
practices must change to include more opportunities for musicians to interact as members 
of a performance community in ways that allow their individual voices to emerge. As 
previously suggested in this study, our current jazz education programs have been built 
on the foundation of a theoretical approach to learning jazz (see p. 9), which contributes 
significantly to the development of the technical prowess required to execute notes and 
rhythms on one’s instrument, but does little to develop the relationships that bring one’s 
own creative voice into focus. A curricular shift in jazz programs that requires more 
playing opportunities in an authentic context may help bridge the gap between theory and 
practice. It may provide young musicians with a greater chance to develop their inner 
creative voices while still under the guidance of an institutional mentor.  
Wilson expressed some ideas about the communication of the jazz experience in a 
collegiate setting. For Wilson, the message is about sharing and welcoming individual 
personalities into the community not only through the playing experience, but also from 
the “hang” as well. He described a learning community: 
First of all—it would be the listening group, I have a lot of ideas, but one of 
which would have it not be a jazz program, or at least part of it. My thing is that 
the problem with the schools is that everything is so separated. At least a couple 
of times in your career at the school—you would be in an ensemble with people 
from different mediums. You might have a jazz drummer, violinist, opera singer, 
and a jazz trombonist and you’d say, ‘OK, the concert is November 14,’ and you 
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let them go—see what they’re going to come up with. They could write 
something, they could adapt something, they could just play free, but they have to 
do that and get along. (Interview, 1/24/2011) 
This idea bears some resemblance to the cross-cultural properties embodied in the 
origins of jazz. Wilson’s idea is also similar to McMillan’s (1997) concept of authentic 
learning communities. Wilson suggests that the musicians’ getting to know each other is 
just as essential as the actual music being played. The participation in the music 
community is of primary concern. This is where relationships are forged. Musician and 
author Small contended that through participation in a musical act, which he called 
“musicking” (Small, 2005), relationships are shaped. “A musical performance brings into 
existence relationships that are thought desirable by those taking part, and in doing so it 
not only reflects those ideal relationships but also shapes them” (2005). Wilson’s concept 
of fringe information suggests these relationships are also built during times of not 
musicking. Wilson commented that less instructional time should be spent dealing with 
technical issues, which he referred to as the “physical,” and more time on the spiritual 
aspects of music. He suggested that the individual music skills will come naturally with 
time spent practicing, and those things may not have to be a part of the typical band 
rehearsal. 
The other thing is aligning the spiritual with the physical. A lot of this stuff, 
people don’t really work out the basics enough—muscle memory, rhythm, if you 
do it enough you’re going to have it. So, what I always say to these ensembles at 
schools when I visit them is, “Don’t have rehearsal today. Go see a movie 
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together. Go have lunch.” It would be a lot better to sit around and talk and learn 
about each other than it would be plow through some Wayne Shorter tune again 
and really not have it go anywhere. You know what I mean? (Interview, 
1/24/2011). 
The emphasis is on community. Wilson places great value on the time spent with 
others in a community setting as a means for musical growth. This is not considered non-
musical activity to Wilson, but an important part of learning how to share music by 
exchanging fringe information and making personal connections through bonding. He 
had this to say about performance: 
The other thing that I would do is just do a lot of performance outreach—have 
them going out and playing for elementary kids, school kids, nursing homes, play  
as much as possible. Learn how to present the music more. (Interview, 1/24/2011) 
A 21st-Century Model for University Jazz Instruction 
According to Lovano, Brown, Mela, Weidman, and Wilson, the development of 
an original improvisational voice takes place during moments of community building 
through live performance and other encounters with community members. These 
encounters with other jazz musicians may take many forms for the learner, that is, as a 
participating performer, a part of a verbal conversation, or even as an audience member. 
What makes these experiences important to the development of the individual voice is 
their relevance to providing a platform for the synthesis of the past, present and future to 
occur. In fact, as Wenger (2008) suggested, “More experienced peers are not merely a 
source of information . . . they also represent the history of the practice as a way of life. 
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They are living testimonies to what is possible, expected, desirable” (p. 156). 
How can we create more authentic performance opportunities for artist 
development within the university classroom? Maybe we cannot, at least if we continue 
to base our classroom instruction on notation and recorded artifacts alone. My research 
did not confirm any data to support notation-based curricula for the development of the 
individual voice. At least educators should be open to the possibility of providing a more 
complete jazz education for students by implementing community building experiences 
on the same level as theoretical knowledge. Bringing artists from the jazz community to 
the university for master clinics and master classes or even week-long residencies does 
not correct the imbalance of theory over practice. Only a handful of universities out of the 
hundreds that offer degrees in jazz studies already engage in practices that could be 
categorized as “authentic leaning” (Mantie, 2008). Are there enough authentic 
experiences to replicate the “authentic leaning” that has traditionally occurred throughout 
the history of jazz improvisation? 
A live performance opportunity (as Mela put it) with a current professional jazz 
performer might be a start, but an actual mentorship under that jazz performer for an 
entire year or more would produce a much more intimate musical relationship among all 
of the participants. I am not talking about taking a three-credit applied music course with 
a retired jazz professional. I am suggesting a more intimate relationship like performing 
with a current professional band in real live venues. I am suggesting creating 
communities of practice that mirror traditional jazz learning communities. This type of 
relationship would provide many opportunities for the sharing of jazz knowledge along 
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the more traditional or “anthropological” (Wilson) way that jazz has developed. Fletcher 
Henderson, Duke Ellington, Count Basie, Woody Herman, Stan Kenton and similar 
mentors are long gone. So are Miles Davis, Charlie Parker, John Coltrane, Bill Evans, 
Charles Mingus, and countless other jazz icons from the first three generations of jazz 
performers. The lineage of these performers, however, still remains alive in the 
generation of baby-boomers still active on the jazz scene.  
Perhaps a course of study based more on an informal approach to learning like the 
one designed in Sweden’s BoomTown Music Education (Karlsen, 2010) would provide 
future jazz performers with a better opportunity for an authentic learning experience. In 
BTME professional performers are hired to mentor individual bands based on the 
individual needs of those performers, not on the basis of the institution’s educational 
requirements. Students have access to fully-operational recording studios and rehearsal 
spaces where they can design their learning experiences according to their own needs. A 
program such as BTME’s recognizes the interrelations between identity and learning in 
the formation of meaningful experience. Karlsen suggested: 
BoomTown is a learning environment which is experienced as authentic and 
meaningful by popular music students because it takes into account their identity 
as popular musicians and provides them with the tools to become such and to 
work efficiently within the wider popular music communities of practice. (p. 44) 
 People like Joe Lovano, James Weidman, Otis Brown III, Matthew Wilson, 
Francisco Mela,  and others who have had direct contact with many of the jazz greats 
could and should be hired as mentors to personally coach the best and the brightest of 
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today’s college undergraduates. All have demonstrated an original voice in jazz. These 
performers, and others who have had direct contact with the jazz tradition, would make 
suitable mentors for today’s jazz students. When I asked for ideas of how to improve 
university jazz instruction, Lovano replied: 
Lovano: I think it’s something really fantastic that we’re doing (at Berklee), and I 
think it’s something that more universities could offer—having faculty and staff 
of players that are really developing themselves as musicians all the time, 
developing their careers on the international scene—are figures that are respected 
and known, as far as their histories—having more faculty that have experience—
not just teaching, but sharing their ideas, and are living their ideas and are in the 
middle of their own careers as musicians and players. So, to somehow have that 
as part of the curriculum, have more cats who are really on the scene like how 
Berklee first started with Herb Pomeroy, John LaPorta, a couple of names that . . . 
Andy McGhee, you know. 
Antonelli: Joe Viola. 
Lovano: Joe Viola, Alan Dawson—people that not only drew students because of 
who they were, but because they also had the aptitude to share where they’ve 
been. You know, to have [more] situations of performance where you’re always 
in rehearsal with your ensembles for performances, so that every student is 
practicing and putting ideas together to actually share and to present to people—to 
get that performance aspect to be more of a part of it. I know growing up for me it 
was always about playing for people—I would be practicing and trying to develop 
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my sound and approach to play for others. A lot of times in the schools today, it’s 
like everybody is just practicing for themselves. There’s not many situations 
where you’re preparing for performances all the time, so to have that be a little 
more a part of it—and just the overall idea of trying to develop within your 
personal inner feelings, to not just treat music as an exercise. (Interview, 
1/21/2011) 
It is my hope that the culmination of my research clearly illustrates the need for 
further investigations into the curricular practices employed by the majority of collegiate 
jazz performance programs regarding the training of new initiates into the professional 
jazz performance community. In particular, I hope my study may provide those who are 
investigating or teaching jazz education at the collegiate level and those who are in the 
process of becoming jazz professionals with a new opportunity. I hope to provide all of 
the aforementioned an opportunity to become part of a larger conversation based on the 
implementation of authentic learning approaches to teaching improvisation through 
communities of practice.  
College Athletics Model 
How can we modify the curriculum to provide more authentic learning 
experiences for jazz performance majors? Consider the milieu of college athletics. 
Consider the recruitment of the best and brightest high school players in the country who 
play for the most talented and well-respected coaches in their fields. These students do 
not usually perform on the court with these mentors for only a few games per semester; 
they train, travel, work, and perform with their coaches as many as four or five years. 
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They endure rigorous daily training schedules yet frequently perform in front of live 
audiences while balancing a full course load of studies. Along that journey, they learn to 
polish their games, mature in their styles, and get ready for the next level.  
The university and the jazz community could learn from the model of college 
athletics: talented athletes, who participate in a specific community of practice led by 
respected coaches, who have more often than not been top performers in the past in their 
respective sports. The college athlete spends as more time supervised on the court or field 
than they do in the classroom. Can we say this about the college jazz major? I agree that 
very few college athletes will make it to the next level, but, unlike a jazz performance 
major, most of the college athletes are majoring in something other than performance. 
Perhaps more jazz performance majors would become members of professional jazz 
communities if we followed a college sports model for jazz education. 
Recommendations for Further Research 
I focused my study on the development of a unique improvisational voice as seen 
through the eyes of five professional jazz performers considered by their peers among the 
best in their field. Throughout the investigation questions arose that remained outside the 
scope of my inquiry, but still relevant to the field of jazz education. Further research in 
both qualitative and quantitative forms of inquiry may help answer some of these 
questions:  
1. What new information regarding the development of an original voice 
might surface from a duplication of this study with another group of jazz 
professionals? 
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2. What new information might surface from a duplicate investigation using 
college jazz majors as participants? 
3. How can we structure university jazz instruction to more closely model 
authentic jazz learning experiences that exist in professional jazz 
communities of practice? 
4. What is the economic feasibility of creating a national network of 
university jazz departments that pool resources with the professional jazz 
community to offer mentorships with professional coaches similar to the 
structure of the NCAA? 
Conclusions 
One of the dangers of a theory-based jazz educational system is the propensity for 
uniformity among graduates resulting from a factory-style assembly plant approach to 
jazz education. This is reflective of those institutional practices focused on a traditional 
European written approach to learning jazz. Jazz has been built on the foundation of 
creative expression and original conversation of musicians working, performing, and 
living within socially generated jazz communities. Jazz improvisation in the university is 
largely taught from an examination of a select collection of works deemed exemplary by 
university curriculum writers. This is a problem facing jazz education. To solve this 
problem we need to listen closely to the jazz community, allow their voices to be heard, 
and allow their stories to be told. We need to do this while the generation of baby-
boomers is still out in the world performing, teaching, and living jazz; they are the only 
surviving link to an authentic jazz education from a primary source. As Ake (2002) 
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argued, 
History isn’t collected, it’s told. Each jazz musician, critic, and listener tells a 
slightly different story of the music’s past and present, emphasizing this 
participant, ignoring another. In this way, we should see that jazz does not simply 
entail a smoothly evolving series of musical styles but rather an array of 
individuals and communities engaging with diverse, often times conflicting, 
actions, ideals, and attitudes. (p. 5) 
Jazz education is clearly more than the study of musical elements expressed in the 
rhythms of a syncopated genre, or the historical study of the domain of works preserved 
through recorded and written artifacts. Jazz is alive, carried on the breath of individuals 
who live and work in jazz communities and created as an expressive medium of their 
experience of the world. To educate someone in jazz is to educate someone in the lives 
and experiences of the field of its cultural torchbearers. As we move through time, those 
experiences are shared, reflected upon, absorbed, preserved, and presented in new ways 
through the communal sharing and welcoming of a community of musicians and music 
professionals. By being open to the experiences of that community, new members are 
welcomed and in turn are recognized for their unique contributions to the evolving 
vocabulary that becomes part of the community. This community of musicians shares a 
spiritual bond formed through the communication of personal experience during jazz 
improvisation and through personal interaction away from the bandstand. 
The most important concept that I learned though the work of this dissertation is 
the reality that jazz is alive. I will differ with Chinen (2007) and proclaim: not only in the 
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classroom. I repeat that jazz is alive on the breath and in the spirit of the members of the 
professional jazz community, because it is one of the most critical statements in support 
of my findings. Jazz was born this way, evolved this way, and continues to exist this way. 
Jazz is alive as a collection of hundreds of individual voices that comingle and combine 
energies to continually forge new conversations that represent the real-life experiences, 
beliefs, and personalities of its performers. The spirits, or souls, of the people who play 
jazz professionally cannot be effectively digitized, recorded, or notated in a manuscript. I 
know some readers will find fault with that last statement. Digital media, recorded media, 
and printed media, however, all capture moments of the past. They can be of great 
historical value. Jazz lives in the present and in the future. To the extent that we can share 
the expertise and lives of the current jazz masters like Lovano while they are still actively 
engaged in jazz creation, we will find success in the quest of bringing new talents and 
new spirits to light while continuing to preserve the jazz tradition. If we continue to 
follow a path of theoretical dominance without much regard to the collective spirits of the 
professional jazz community at large, we may slowly see the music as we know it fade 
into monochrome as the bright lights of its working professional torch bearers slowly die 
out. 
I examined the data provided from the musicians in this study using Wenger’s 
(2008) work as a theoretical framework. Wenger’s (2008) theory supports the idea that 
community and the relationships that form those communities are two indispensable parts 
of shaping a jazz musician’s identity. These two components of experience help define a 
human being as a jazz musician. Small (2005) had this to say about musical relationships: 
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These relationships, in turn, model, or act out, ideal or desired relationships as 
they are imagined to be by those taking part. And since who we are is how we 
relate, then to take part in an act of musicking is to take part in an act of self-
definition, an exploration, an affirmation and a celebration of one's identity, of 
who one is. In an act of musicking those taking part are exploring, affirming and 
celebrating their sense of who they are or who they think they are, or who they 
would like to be, or even what they would like to be thought of as being. (Small, 
2005) 
As we look to improve our educational systems at the university level, we might 
consider the anthropological view of jazz as a living and breathing community (Wilson, 
Interview, 1/24/2011). A shift in our basic education philosophy that allows for the 
inclusion of the social aspect of jazz might bring us to a better understanding of how this 
community has evolved and help us take the steps necessary to teach its lessons 
authentically (Mantie, 2008). A shift in focus from the written notation-based educational 
paradigm to a more community-performance based paradigm may provide a system of 
support for jazz music. Ignoring the jazz community experience and extracting only what 
is convenient, easily duplicable, and historically practiced from a select body of works 
may lead to the development of fine craft, however, the heart and soul of the music being 
studied lies beyond the scope of traditional educational media (Gatien, 2009). Mela 
related from the sage words of jazz legend Tyner, “We play music to free our souls” 
(Interview, 02/1/2011). Mela explained: 
It’s true. Sometimes it can be so hard for you playing music and trying to think 
157 
 
that you just want to make money, and you want to become famous, and you want 
to be known and have people talking about you. That is hard, because it’s never 
going to be honest, but when you play from the heart, from the soul, people get it, 
and people feel it, and you suffer less. You don’t feel like you’re suffering so 
much. You just release something that you have inside, which is all those hours 
practicing and trying to get better and better in language, vocabulary, and all the 
stuff. (Interview, 2/1/2011) 
Our education of future jazz musicians needs to include real-life experiences and 
interaction with practicing jazz musicians. There is something very organic, natural, and 
compelling about what we can learn from sharing the experiences of a professional jazz 
musician whose roots have been strengthened by the immeasurable depth of lived 
experience. Lovano is one of these legends. We do not need to follow his method, his 
phrasing, or his approach to be an effective communicator in jazz—we only have to look 
for the meaning in his message and others like him who share a common philosophy. 
Yeah, well, at 58 I feel so blessed to live in the world of music and to have 
developed like I have in such a natural way without trying, really—all I’ve ever 
tried to do was to play my horn and to try to play more beautiful all the time. You 
know? (Interview, 1/21/2011)  
If educators use jazz improvisation as an analogy for education, then the study of 
the experience and the lives of those who communicate through that medium may 
provide knowledge that inspires a new direction for the future of jazz education. 
Intergenerational relationships formed through involvement in specific communities of 
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practice may provide a springboard for new ideas to emerge.  
Finally, I would like to complete the circle by closing with the words that began 
this study and have remained at the forefront throughout its many permutations and 
revisions. Learners grappling with the hardships of mastering jazz often derive as much 
inspiration from their personal interaction with idols as from the information they 
acquire—Paul Berliner (Berliner, 1994, p. 41). 
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Appendix A: Interview protocol 
1. Tell me about yourself. 
2. Why do you make music? 
3. Tell me about your musical experiences, including when, where, and how you 
learned to play. 
4. How did you learn to improvise? 
5. Describe your journey into jazz. 
6. Tell me about your relationships with other jazz musicians. 
a. How important do you consider your relationships with other jazz 
musicians as a factor in shaping your own musical identity? 
b. Who were your earliest musical influences? 
7. What do you consider to be the essential elements of creativity and original 
thought in jazz improvisation? 
a. How do you see the development of your artistry from the beginning 
to your present state? 
b. Could you provide, in some detail, the description of how you perceive 
the communication of your ideas and react to the communication of 
the other musician’s ideas during a performance? What exactly are you 
thinking about when this is happening? 
c. Are there certain emotional or mental states that inspire you perform 
on the highest level? 
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d. What is it about this particular group of musicians that makes you 
want to participate in the group? 
e.  How did this performing experience affect you as a musician? 
f. As a human being? 
8. If you could design university jazz studies curricula, what would that look 
like? 
Thank you for allowing me to ask you these questions. Your responses are 
considered a valuable tool for the purpose of research in that they may help us to better 
understand the process of learning how to communicate in jazz, thereby giving a new 
generation of musicians increased opportunities to enrich the music.  
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